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Abstract 

 

The model minority myth is a powerful force in schools. Many teachers believe that 

Asian American students do not need academic interventions. The purpose of this 

study was to examine the student achievement of almost a million seventh-grade 

students from California. The research compared the performance of Southeast 

Asian Americans, Cambodian, Laotian, and Vietnamese students, on reading and 

math on the CAT/6 standardized assessment with African American and White 

American students. Cambodian American and Laotian American students 

performed significantly lower than their White American peers and compared 

similarly to their African American peers. Vietnamese American students also 

scored lower than their White American counterparts on reading. In addition, the 

study examined the influence of parent education levels, free/reduced lunch status, 
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and ethnicity on academic achievement. A huge achievement gap continues to 

plague many Southeast Asian American students. 

 

Keywords: Southeast Asian Americans, Cambodian, Laotian, Vietnamese, 

White, African American, California Achievement Test, Parent Education Levels 

 

 

Introduction 

 

The “model minority” myth has been an issue that has affected all Asian American communities. 

This article presents research which dismantles the stereotypical façade that has been constructed 

in order to reveal the harm that it produces. Although this label had originally applied to Japanese, 

Chinese, and Korean Americans, it has come to envelope and affect all Asians in the United States. 

Grouping together such diverse ethnicities has perhaps been most detrimental towards Southeast 

Asian Americans especially Laotians, Cambodians, and Vietnamese. A dichotomous relationship 

exists as a result in which the image of the successful Asian American student contrasts sharply 

with data that reveals that Southeast Asian American groups exhibit some of the lowest educational 

outcomes in American schools regardless of race or ethnicity.  

The origin, evolution, and symbolic significance of the “model minority” myth will be 

analyzed and providing a nuanced understanding of Southeast Asian American students using 

disaggregate data of Vietnamese, Cambodian, and Laotian American students as they compare 

with their White and African American counterparts from the state of California will be provided. 

The 2008 total-population data is comprised of the performance of seventh-grade students on the 

standardized California Achievement Tests, Sixth Edition Survey (CAT/6 Survey or CAT/6). 

 

 

Using Disaggregated Data to Dispel the Model Minority Myth 

 

One of the major points made in this study is the importance of using disaggregated data to describe 

the achievement of Asian American and Pacific Islander (AAPI) students (Pang, Han, & Pang, 

2011). Aggregated data has been used to reinforce the model minority myth and to disregard the 

educational needs of AAPI populations. The utilization of aggregated AAPI data to describe the 

academic performance of numerous ethnic communities has been an institutional and structural 

way to reinforce the American belief in meritocracy and social justice. The aggregated bolsters the 

idea that equal opportunity is a reality for all AAPIs; however, the data in this study and others 

have shown that the aggregation of data presents a damaging overgeneralization about AAPI 

achievement (Pang et al., 2011; Suzuki, 2002). In education, the use of aggregated data has led to 

the reinforcement of the model minority myth. The high academic performance of some Asian 

American groups masks the lower and problematic achievement of other Asian American students.  

Few services are provided to AAPI students who are in need of academic, mental health, 

artistic, and leadership skills due to the pervasive belief in the model minority myth. Educators 

and other scholars have misused statistical methods which has served as an obstacle to providing 

AAPI students equal opportunities. 
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Model Minority Myth 

 

The inaccuracies, oversimplifications, and political leveraging that has all contributed to the 

construction of the “model minority” label has had real world societal effects upon all AAPIs (Her, 

2014; Nyugen, 2014; Osajima, 2008; Pang et al. 2011; Pang, Kiang, & Pak, 2004; Sue & Okazaki, 

1990; Suzuki, 2002; Zhang, 2010). The power bestowed onto such a myth in which vastly diverse 

Asian ethnic groups are homogenized and packaged by outside political and social designations 

has had far-reaching educational ramifications that are still being unpacked by scholars today. For 

example, teacher perceptions of AAPIs as only being successful may result in their academic needs 

being ignored, even among those who are failing. The influence and reach of this perception has 

seeped into America’s subconscious of which school policies and public discourse which further 

perpetuate such stereotypes.  On the surface, the “model minority” myth may seem complimentary 

and enviable, especially in comparison to labels applied to other racial groups. Yet, such easy and 

simplified comparisons may have been the exact reason for creating this myth in the first place. 

Accepting vast generalizations of AAPIs as the pinnacle of success has opened the door for the 

social and educational critique of all other minority groups. The discourse, which is enforced 

against African American and Latino/a groups, is that they are not trying hard enough in school 

and society at large. This discourse creates arguments against their collection of state resources 

and services. Yet, using one racial classification to homogenize several different AAPI student 

communities has created the false perception that they are all successful; this is contrary to the 

reality that many Southeast Asian American groups need assistance like other ethnic racial groups 

such as African Americans. 

 

 

The Beginning of the Model Minority Myth 

 

William Petersen is credited as the first person to use the term “model minority” in a January 1966 

article in the New York Times Magazine to laud the efforts of Japanese Americans and their 

assimilation into American society. U.S. News and World Report then followed this trend by using 

the “model minority” label to describe Chinese Americans and their hard work, morality, and 

thriftiness evidenced by their capacity to build a peaceful and prosperous Chinatowns despite 

facing enormous racial discrimination (Osajima, 2008). Osajima (2008) contends that this image 

of “success” rested on two premises that people believed to be true. First, statistical data was used 

to substantiate the myth that Asian Americans were able to increase their income, hold high status 

jobs, and have low rates of crime and mental illnesses. Additionally, many White Americans 

thought that AAPI cultures held values and traditions such as parental respect and authority, 

industriousness, obedience, and willingness to learn, which were perceived to directly affect their 

high educational achievement and professional occupations (Lew, 2004; Li, 2005; Suzuki, 2002). 

Some scholars noted that the “model minority” stereotype unofficially demonstrated that Asian 

Americans had finally been accepted by White middle-class society as a result of their hard work 

(Pang & Cheng, 1998; Park, 2011; Suzuki, 2002). Yet, the “model minority” stereotypical 

perception disguises the reality that AAPIs in America are not accepted in many sectors of society 

even compared to other minority groups (Hartlep, 2013; Nguyen, 2014; Pang, Han, & Pang, 2011; 

Sue & Okazaki, 1990). Why the sudden change, when for a century Asian Americans were 

portrayed by the media as the invading “yellow peril,” in which they were characterized as 

depraved and uncivilized heathens who were a threat to the American way of life (Miller, 1969; 
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Ogawa, 1971).  Suzuki (2002) attributed the sudden change in image to the charged political, 

social, and racial climate of the mid-1960s in which society was undergoing rapid transformations 

due to the Civil Rights movement. 

 

 

“Model Minority” and the Media 

 

Petersen’s nascent 1966 article about the “model minority” grew in influence as television, 

advertising, magazines, and movies in turn shaped and imprinted this Asian stereotype onto the 

American consciousness (Zhang, 2010). Yet the perceptions of Asian females and males tended to 

differ in which Asian women were seen as silent, obedient, exotic, hyper-sexualized, seductive, 

and ruthless dragon ladies (Lee & Joo, 2005; Park, Gabbadon, & Chernin, 2006). Asian men were 

perceived as effeminate, culturally ignorant, asexual, isolated, subservient, martial artists, or 

cunning villains (Lee & Joo, 2005; Yuen et al., 2005). Contradictory perceptions were generated 

to represent one racial group, especially among AAPI males in which on the one hand they were 

thought to be uneducated, and unassimilable foreigners yet today a complete reversal has occurred 

in which they are thought to be intelligent, successful, obedient, and conforming “model” 

minorities (Suzuki, 2002). Zhang’s (2010) study revealed the negative effects these popular 

portrayals had on the lives of typical Asians living in America. He discovered that AAPI more 

than any other racial/ethnic groups were most likely to be perceived to be academically successful 

yet at the same time rejected by their peers and least likely to be approached by others seeking 

friendship because of their impression  as “nerds” who lack social skills and connections (Zhang, 

2010). 

  

 

The Political and Social Environment 

 

Osajima (2008) described the racially charged milieu of the mid-1960s when the Civil Rights 

movement was in full swing, resulting in race riots and Black militancy. During this time, the myth 

of the “model minority” began germinating vis-á-vis the accomplishments of one million Japanese 

and Chinese Americans who became models of success and eventually came to include other Asian 

subgroups including Korean, Vietnamese, and Filipino Americans (Osajima, 2008). One of the 

main motivations behind creating the “model minority” stereotype may have derived from the 

political motivation to create a dichotomous relationship pitting African Africans who received 

support through federally funded welfare programs against Asian Americans who had pulled 

themselves up by their own bootstraps (Petersen, 1971). This dynamic placed the burden of blame 

squarely on the shoulders of African Americans as the reason why there was such disparity in their 

educational and socioeconomic attainment. People who work hard do well in society. Those who 

do not achieve are not persistent or hard working.  The backbone of the “model minority” rests on 

the unspoken premise that American society was not racist or discriminatory but built on 

meritocracy and fairness regardless of race, religion, or national origin (Osajima, 2008). The 

“model minority” stereotype reveals the intricate complexities behind such generalized notions of 

race and achievement. As a result, individuals have the unfair burden of being compared to these 

pre-established stereotypes rather than having full agency to construct their personal identities 

based on their own capabilities and character. Additionally, Osajima (2008) found that AAPI 

parents put a tremendous amount of pressure on their children to achieve in school without 
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allowing for other avenues of success which naturally created resentment and angst among the 

younger generation.  

 

 

Influx of Asian Immigrants 

 

The passage of the 1965 Immigration Act was originally designed to exclusively increase 

European numbers in the United.States. by allowing 20,000 immigrants per country per year. 

Unintentionally there also was an increase in Asian immigrants (Odo, 2002; Osajima, 2008). From 

1970 to 1980, the Asian population in America grew at a rapid pace from 1.4 million to 3.5 million 

(Osajima, 2008). The influx of AAPIs from diverse countries still did not change the narrow view 

which homogenized all AAPI ethnicities within one stereotype. Over time, greater numbers of 

AAPI students began matriculating into schools especially at top tier universities and became more 

visible and identifiable as academically successful which only added to the myth (Osajima, 2008). 

Yet, this perceived success was a “double-edged” sword in which Asian Americans were 

pigeonholed as only able to thrive in the academic arena and emphasized their single-minded focus 

on achievement (Zakeri, 2015).  

 

 

The Story of Southeast Asian Immigrants 

 

The strategic location of Southeast Asia in the Vietnam War era brought U.S. military interests in 

this region. As a result of war, many diverse Southeast Asian groups particularly the Vietnamese, 

Laotians (Lao and Hmong), Cambodians, and ethnic Chinese came involuntarily to the United 

States as refugees through special programs even though they did not meet visa or quota 

requirements (Kitano & Daniels, 2001). The “first wave” of Southeast Asian refugees during 1975 

was composed primarily of the professional and intellectual class, while the “second wave” 

consisted predominately of laborers who were forced to scatter throughout the Unite States. despite 

the vast majority eventually migrating to the Sunbelt states, especially in California (Kitano & 

Daniels, 2001; Lam, 2015; Odo, 2002). From 1970 to 1980, the Southeast Asian population had 

grown from 20,000 Vietnamese to 415,235 Indochinese; 78 percent were Vietnamese, 16 percent 

Cambodians, and 6 percent Laotian, with numbers that kept growing in subsequent decades 

(Kitano & Daniels, 2001).  

 

 

Adaptation to the United States 

 

The fallout from war, asylum in refugee camps, and the sudden relocation to the United States 

produced an adaptation process that can be described as a clash of cultures. Cultural pressures 

calling for Hmong women to marry during their childhood has had the effect of producing early 

school dropouts and the highest welfare rate among any group in the United States. despite these 

young women having had high academic achievement while in school (Kitano & Daniels, 2001). 

A 1985 Los Angeles Times article described an unusual case of cultural maladjustment in 

California when an apparent suicide by a Hmong man occurred due to the shame and confusion 

following a mere traffic violation (King & Holley, 1985). A window into the Hmong culture 

reveals that they did not have a written language until the arrival of missionaries in the 1950s and 
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distrusted modern medicine, which placed heavy tolls on the younger generation in the United 

States to take care of their elders who were even fearful of driving or being driven in cars (King & 

Holley, 1985). The seeds of conflict and relocation to a new land produced the emergence of 

Southeast Asian American youth gangs especially among the Vietnamese (Lam, 2015). According 

to Reyes (2007), the “model minority” stereotype fails to take into account the complex identities 

of Southeast Asian Americans, especially among the younger generation, who try to distance 

themselves from the foreigner or “model” Asian image.  

 

 

Contemporary Discourse of the “Model Minority” 

 

The image of the “model minority” in contemporary times has undergone slight changes while still 

retaining political overtures. Omi and Winant (2015) argue that a “rearticulation” of the Asian 

American successful image has occurred due to the infusion of key elements of conservative 

political ideology. Conservative scholars such as Thomas Sowell described Asian American 

families as “better” because they work harder than other groups (Osajima, 2008). Such descriptions 

and perceptions denote the underlying power dynamics in the United States where minority groups 

are judged by those in power and either praised or chided based on generalizations. The political 

message underlying these portrayals is that the key determinant of success comes down to 

individual effort instead of structural problems within schools which affect every racial group 

differently (Wing, 2007).  

 

 

Myth vs. Reality 

 

Some people may mistake success stories embedded in the “model minority” myth as reality when 

in fact these stories are typically not the norm. There are incidents where the high expectations 

placed upon AAPI students by their parents, teachers, and peers have caused stress and alienation 

leading to academic decline, school dropouts and even suicide especially among females 

(Kumashiro, 2008; Pang, 1991; Sue & Morishima,1982; Sue & Zane, 1985).   

In response to the needs of AAPI students, the Asian Pacific American Education Advisory 

(APAEA) Committee of the California State University (CSU) system was established by the 

chancellor in 1989 in order to provide any means of help for all enrolled AAPIs (Suzuki, 2002). 

This committee’s major findings revealed that AAPI students for whom English was a second 

language (ESL) were delayed from graduating by one or more years due to their lack of proficiency 

on English writing tests (Suzuki, 2002). The CSU schools provide ESL support but did not realize 

that AAPI students felt intimidated, unwelcomed, and excluded by the staff who were indifferent 

to their problems and needs, a phenomenon not only endemic to CSU campuses but other campuses 

around the country (Suzuki, 2002). AAPI ESL students were marginalized because of the “model 

minority” stereotype whereby all AAPIs were thought to be successful in their educational 

pursuits. Other racial groups find empowerment and a greater sense of efficacy in seeking help 

instead of being met with stereotypes and discouragement. Pang (1990) and Suzuki (2002) believe 

that AAPIs in the United States do not receive the help and encouragement to pursue majors in 

fields which require well-developed verbal or linguistic skills since the “model minority” 

stereotype suggests that they are “problem-free” high achievers. These scholars also believe that 

leadership programs are critical in developing communication and public-speaking skills which 
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are needed to assume managerial positions in the workplace (Pang, 1990). Instead, these students 

are compelled to major in science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM) related fields; this 

impacts their low visibility for leadership roles at universities and other professions (Suzuki, 2002).  

 

 

The “Model Minority” through U.S. History 

 

Todd Gitlin (1982), a well-known sociologist, aptly stated that hegemonic ideologies “stand still, 

in a sense, by moving.” This statement describes the perpetual nature of the “model minority” 

stereotype, which has remained etched on the American consciousness since the 1960s despite 

major changes in the socio-political landscape (Osajima, 2008). This stereotype has moved from 

the pages of news articles to television, movies, and popular culture, which transforms connotation 

into reality; a reality that describes AAPIs as one-dimensional people focused on educational 

success. Yet the research literature demonstrates that the “model minority” is a myth rather than 

fact, especially when describing all Asian Americans. Many scholars (Lew, 2004; Ngo, 2006; 

Pang, Han, & Pang, 2011; Park, 2011; Wing, 2007) contend that AAPIs are neither a homogenous 

group nor collectively experience educational success. In fact, this term has caused greater 

divisions among AAPI subgroups in which certain ethnicities such as the Hmong who struggle 

educationally and economically are labeled as “Americanized” and “bad” as opposed to the 

“traditional” and “good” AAPI (Lee, 2005; Lew, 2006; Park, 2011). This term is not only 

detrimental to AAPIs who may underachieve but also to those who are successful because they 

are relegated to inhabit and manifest a caricaturized version of a stereotype in other peoples’ eyes.  

 

 

Southeast Asian Americans: The Model Minority Myth 

 

Hartlep (2014) suggested that teachers and school administrators need to better discern the fact 

that there are various Asian ethnicities with their own unique cultures, histories, and complex 

identities. These differences play a critical factor in how certain Asian Americans shape their lives 

in relation to the “model minority” myth. For instance, Lam’s (2015) research into Southeast Asian 

American and particularly Vietnamese American migration history reveal that the greater 

structural forces, such as poverty and the context of these refugee groups, produced youth gang 

members as they grew up in America. Such an identity, which is seemingly contradictory with the 

“model minority” stereotype, illustrates the multidimensional character of the Asian American 

identity which is infused with family history, class, as well as other cultural influences.  

Intergenerational conflicts also occur in many Southeast Asian families (Chhuon, Hudley, 

Brenner & Macias, 2010; Choi, He, & Harachi, 2008; Shah, 2007). Choi and her colleagues (2008) 

explained that many Cambodian American and Vietnamese American young people clash with 

their parents because they adopt more mainstream values. Parents were concerned because they 

lost so much of their familial authority when they migrated to the United States. The increase in 

intergenerational conflict leads to less parent-child bonding of both Vietnamese American and 

Cambodian American parents and their children. Many parents, no matter how long they had lived 

in the United States, saw the erosion of cultural values as a threat to the family (Choi et. al., 2008). 

For example, Choi and her colleagues found that about 43 percent of their Vietnamese American 

sample and 65 percent of the Cambodian American teenagers reported that they were involved in 

fighting, shoplifting, teasing, and staying out late at night. Shah (2007) studied members of Laotian 
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American families and also found intergenerational conflict. However, she discovered there was 

an emphasis on family that permeated the lives of many Laotian youth. Numerous adolescents also 

valued family time and enjoyed cooking together, sharing meals, and speaking in Lao or Mien. 

Cambodian American adolescents also may not have the same social capital of other AAPI 

groups such as Chinese Americans and Japanese Americans (Eng, 2012). Eng found that many 

Cambodian American families did not reside in the same area for an extended period of time and 

this led to the lack of developing extensive social networks that could be of assistance to their 

children. In addition, parents were less likely to be involved in schools, however they did provide 

time for their children to do their homework and encouraged them to get good grades. Many 

families were members of families living in poverty therefore the students did not have the same 

opportunities for afterschool activities as their mainstream peers. 

Research has found that many Cambodian American, Laotian American, and Vietnamese 

American high school students are often not ready to enter college (Her, 2014). Her found that in 

the Early Assessment Program which is a collaboration of the California Department of Education, 

the California State Board of Education, and the California State University system have instituted 

a system where the readiness of eleventh graders in math and English is assessed. They take 

placement assessments and if they do not show proficiency on the college level, the students must 

take remedial courses in their freshmen year. For example, 64 percent of the Cambodian American 

students who took the exam in English in 2013 were identified as not college ready. Seventy-three 

percent of Laotian American students and forty-three percent of Vietnamese American high school 

students that same year were also found not prepared to enter college in English. 

 

 

Conflation of Perception and Statistics: College Graduation Rates 

 

Suzuki (2002) believed that the higher college graduation rates among AAPIS, 38 percent versus 

20 percent of the U.S. population based on 1993 U.S. Census Bureau data, helped to substantiate 

the “model minority” myth. Also, the socioeconomic status of AAPIs had risen since the 1970s 

along with the immigration levels from economically prosperous Asian countries such as Japan, 

China, and Korea which caused some in the public to draw a false causal relationship between 

these two phenomena (Stokes, 1987; Wallace, 1982). This simplistic level of analysis belies the 

truth. Recent studies suggest that since the late 1980s, White Americans consistently received a 

higher rate of return on the same level of education than AAPIs (Cabezas & Kawaguchi, 1988; 

Federal Glass Ceiling Commission, 1995; Hune & Chan, 1997; Jiobu, 1988; Wong & Nagasawa, 

1991; Woo, 2000). For AAPI, the high level of education they had acquired was relatively 

problematic compared to their female counterparts because of the “glass” or “bamboo” ceiling 

(Hyun, 2005; Woo, 2000) whereby they would consistently lose out to similarly qualified White 

men in the workplace especially in management positions (Pang, Han, & Pang, 2011; Woo, 2000). 

For instance, at institutions of higher education, AAPI full-time faculty totaled 31,259 or 5 percent 

in 1997, yet there were only 2,736 or 2 percent in executive, administrative, or managerial 

positions (Number of Full-Time Faculty Members by Sex, Rank, and Racial and Ethnic Group, 

2000; Characteristics of College Presidents, 1995, 2000). When certain positions are based purely 

on credentials, AAPIs seem to have a competitive chance at obtaining a job, yet when the position 

involves more abstract qualifications such as perceptions of leadership, AAPIs, especially men, 

fall to the wayside.   
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Individual Incomes of Cambodian, Laotian, Vietnamese, Blacks, and Whites 

 

One of the demographic measures used to describe the financial health of communities is data on 

individual incomes. There are numerous AAPI communities that live in poverty. Figures 1 and 2 

provide information about the ethnic and racial groups highlighted in this study. See Figure 1 for 

the percent of individuals living below the poverty line in the Cambodian American, Laotian 

American, and Vietnamese American populations. Figure 2 provides a visual display of the 

differences among the individual incomes in the ethnic/racial groups. The three-year estimate from 

2007 through 2009 for Whites is the highest at $23,640. This is in comparison to Cambodian 

Americans and Laotian Americans at $16,000, Vietnamese Americans at $21,000 and black 

Americans at $16,300. White Americans earn substantially more than the AAPIs and Black 

American individuals. Cambodian Americans and Laotian Americans have some of the lowest 

person incomes of AAPIs (National Commission on Asian American and Pacific Islander 

Research in Education, 2008). 

 

 
Figure 1. Percent of Cambodian Americans, Laotian Americans, and Vietnamese Americans Living in 

Poverty.  

 

 
Figure 2. Individual Incomes. Cambodian Americans, Laotian Americans, Vietnamese Americans, 

African Americans, and Whites, 2007–2009 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2007-2009 American Community 

Survey, 3-year Estimates, 2011). 

12.4%

29.3%

18.5%
16.6%

U. S. Average Cambodian Laotian Vietnamese

$23,640 

$16,300 $16,000 $16,000 

$21,000 
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Educational Attainment 

 

U.S. Census data demonstrate that a limited number of Southeast Asian Americans 25 years and 

older have earned a bachelor’s degree or graduate degree; 18 percent of Cambodian Americans, 

and 28.4 percent of Vietnamese Americans have attained this level of education. Disaggregated 

2007–2009 American Community Survey 3-Year Estimate (2011) data shows that the educational 

attainment of Cambodian, Laotian, and Vietnamese Americans are similar to African Americans 

and Latinos. A more comprehensive view of educational attainment of AAPIs can be found in 

Table 1. This information demonstrates the wide range of diversity within the AAPI community 

in regard to educational attainment of those who are 25 years and older. In 2000, 53.3 percent of 

Cambodian Americans, 40.6 percent of Laotian Americans, and 38.1 percent of Vietnamese 

Americans never graduated from high school compared to 19.6 percent of all U.S. adults (National 

Commission on Asian American and Pacific Islander Research in Education, 2008).  Figure 3 also 

depicts this data. 

 
Figure 3. Educational Attainment. Percentages of AAPI groups with less than a high school degree in 

2000.  

 

 The previous sections have provided a context for this research. The “model minority” 

myth is a powerful stereotype that has influenced how educators and others perceive Southeast 

Asian American and other AAPI students. The historical and financial status described 

characterizes the diversity within the AAPI student population. 

 

 

Methods 

 

Research Population 

 

It is difficult to locate comprehensive achievement data that includes Cambodian, Laotian, and 

Vietnamese students. Most school districts and large national organizations collect data as an 

AAPI aggregate. The data included in this study were part of California’s evaluation and 

assessment of student performance (California Department of Education, 2003b, 2004). Since the 

number of Cambodian American and Laotian American students was small in comparison to the 

19.6%

53.3%
49.6%

38.1%

U.S. Average Cambodian Laotian Vietnamese
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other groups, they were combined. The data also included White and African American students 

in 2003 through 2008.  

 

 

Research Questions  

 

Researchers focused on the following two questions: (1) For both reading and math, how does the 

academic achievement of Cambodian American, Laotian American, Vietnamese American, and 

African American seventh-graders compare with that of their White American peers on the CAT/6 

from 2003-2008?  Similarly, (2) For both reading and math, how do lunch status, parent education 

levels, and ethnicity influence the achievement of Cambodian American, Laotian American, 

Vietnamese American, and African American seventh-graders compared with that of their White 

American peers on the CAT/6 from 2003-2008? 

 

 

Instrument  

 

In April of 2002, the state of California adopted the California Achievement Test Sixth Edition 

(CAT/6) (California Department of Education, 2003b; 2004) and utilized it as a norm-referenced 

test to compare student achievement in the state with a national sample of students in the same 

grade.  California administered standardized achievement tests to all seventh-graders on the CAT/6 

between 2003 through 2008. The CAT/6 is a norm-referenced standardized test through which 

student scores can be compared to the performance of a national representation of students 

(California Department of Education, 2003a; 2004). This assessment is not used for individual 

student evaluation. California eliminated the use of the CAT/6 in the 2008–2009 school year 

because of the lack of financial resources. 

The Normal Curve Equivalent (NCE) scores of the CAT/6 were used in this study. The 

Normal Curve Equivalent (NCE) score scale was developed in the mid-1970s by the U.S. 

Department of Education to better allow for cross study comparison (Talmadge & Wood,  

1976). The scores range from 0 to about 100, the mean is set to 50, and the standard deviation (sd) 

to 21.06 (for reasons associated with the normal curve). Figure 4 portrays the scaling compared to 

standard deviation units and percentiles. 

In this study, NCE scores are used for all the analyses. NCE scores were initially screened 

for the requisite assumptions associated with each statistical procedure prior to analysis. The 

boxplot, histogram, and normal probability plot, along with the normality test were conducted to 

provide information on the normality of the population distribution. 

11

Lee et al.: Academic Needs and Family Factors in the Education of Southeast Asian American Students

Published by Purdue e-Pubs, 2017



 

 
Figure 4. Normal Curve Equivalents. NCE score compared to standard deviation and percentiles. The 

NCE score mean is set to 50 and the standard deviation to 21.06. 

 

 

Study Variables 

 

In addition to ethnicity and race (White, African American, Laotian American, Cambodian 

American, and Vietnamese American), the following variables were used: federal student lunch 

status (free/reduced lunch, no free/reduced lunch), and parent education level (4 levels: less than 

high school, high school graduate, some college, and college graduate/post graduate school). Lao 

and Cambodian data were combined because of the smaller numbers of students in the population 

compared to the other groups.  In addition, social economic status was defined through the use of 

student school lunch eligibility which was based upon the income requirements of the National 

School Lunch Act (2013). Each year the federal government provides guidelines for family income 

levels.  For example, in 2007–2008 a family of four could not earn more than $26,845 annually to 

be eligible for free lunch status and $38,203 annually to be considered reduced lunch participants 

(U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2007).  

 

 

Statistical Analysis 

 

Similar to the research conducted by Pang and her colleagues (2011), data from CAT/6 include 

raw scores, scaled scores, national percentile rank (NPR) scores, normal curve equivalent (NCE) 

scaled scores, and stanines (standard nine). NCE is a way of standardizing scores, and its use is a 

major advantage because the values can be averaged.  The analyses utilized Analysis of Variance 

(ANOVA) to test for academic performance differences among different ethnic groups. The 

Games Howell post-hoc test was applied for unequal variance on student populations. Statistical 

analyses were performed using SAS version 9.41 (SAS Institute, Inc., Cary, NC) and IBM SPSS 

statistics 23 (SPSS Inc., an IBM Company, Chicago, IL). 
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Effect Size 

 

A deeper understanding of differences among groups can be facilitated by a presentation of an 

effect size (American Psychological Association, 2010). While statistical significance leads us to 

understand that differences are probably not due to chance, an effect size can help us quantify the 

magnitude of differences. In many respects it is a more meaningful statistic when making everyday 

decisions. For example, if there is a statistically significant difference in achievement based on 

ethnicity we would not necessarily implement a national intervention strategy if that difference 

was negligible in magnitude. In terms of real decision making and allocating resources in a closed 

system, we need to better understand how much difference there is, not just that there is a 

difference. Gene Glass put it well, “Statistical significance is the least interesting thing about the 

results. You should describe the results in terms of measures of magnitude–not just, does a 

treatment affect people, but how much does it affect them.” (as cited in Kline, 2004, p. 95) 

As a result of the transformation from raw scores to NCEs, traditional effect size estimates 

are known to be diminished by comparison (Mclean, O’Neill, & Barnette, 2000). While the 

traditional eta-squared values are presented, we recognize that “practical significance is not an 

inherent characteristic of the numbers and statistics […] it is something that must be judged in 

some context of application” (Lipsey, Puzio, Yun, Hebert, Steinka-Fry, Cole, Roberts, Anthony, 

& Busick, 2012, p.26). Since the scores are directly mapped onto a normal distribution they are 

particularly well suited for both averaging and interpreting effect size directly. To help interpret 

effect sizes Cohen (1988) attributed text labels to effect sizes as follows: About or above 0.8 is 

large, about or above 0.5 is medium, and about or above 0.2 is small. Cohen has identified different 

benchmarks depending on the statistical measures utilized (Ellis, 2010). For example, in ANOVA 

with relevant effect size of f, he identified about .10 as small, about .25 as medium, and about .40 

as large. Less might be termed negligible. It has become standard practice in the field of 

educational research to interpret effect sizes with these broad labels (Hill, Bloom, Black, & Lipsey, 

2007). 

 

 

Results 

 

The total population studied was about one million students. The seventh-graders from the state of 

California included five ethnic/racial groups: White, African American, Vietnamese, Cambodian, 

and Laotian. Table 1 describes the population in more detail. 

 

Table 1 

Demographic Characteristics of Seventh Grade Students on the CAT/6, 2003–2008 (N=964,452) 
 Frequency Percent 

Ethnicity   

      White 752,729 78.05 

      African American 169,214 17.55 

      Vietnamese 28,737 2.98 

      Cambodian 7,009 0.73 

      Laotian 6,763 0.70 

National school lunch program   

      No 698,170 72.39 

      Yes 266,282 27.61 
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Parent education level   

      Not a high school graduate 49,834 5.17 

      High school graduate 195,632 20.28 

      Some college 297,763 30.87 

      College graduate/Post graduate 421,223 43.68 

 

 

Reading the Math Performance: Ethnic Differences 
 

To assess reading performance differences by ethnicity, students’ mean reading normalized scores 

were examined across groups. A one-way ANOVA indicated significant differences in reading 

performance levels across ethnic groups F(3, 964448) = 30412.7, p < .0001. Follow-up pairwise 

comparisons using Tukey’s HSD (Honest Significant Difference) test revealed that White students 

(M = 58.2) had significantly higher reading scores compared to the Vietnamese students (mean 

difference, md = 1.38), the Lao/Cambodian students (md = 12.92), and the African American 

students (md = 16.14). Effect sizes (d) in standard deviation units ranged from negligible to large. 

While reading scores for White students was significantly higher than Vietnamese students, the 

effects size was negligible (d = 0.07). Similarly, differences between Lao/Cambodian and African 

American scores were also negligible (d = 0.15). Medium effect sizes were present between most 

other groups ranging from d= 0.55 to d = 0.70. There was a large difference between White and 

African American student scores (d = 0.77). Table 2 summarizes the means and standard 

deviations in reading by ethnic group, and Table 3 summarizes effect sizes. 

To assess ethnic differences in math performance, students’ mean math normalized scores 

were examined. A one-way ANOVA indicated significant differences in math performance across 

ethnic groups F (3, 964448) = 37625.7, p < .0001. Follow-up pairwise comparisons using Tukey’s 

HSD revealed that Vietnamese students (M = 64.1) had significantly higher math score with the 

mean levels higher than the White students (mean differences, md = 6.39), the Lao/Cambodian 

students (md = 15.13), and the African American students (md = 23.48). Overall, effect sizes in 

math were in the same direction but higher in magnitude compared reading scores. When 

compared to African American scores, White (d = 0.81) and Vietnamese (d = 1.12) were large. 

The difference between Vietnamese and Lao/Cambodian math scores was medium (d = 0.71). All 

other between group differences were small in size and ranged from d = 0.30 to d = 0.40. Table 2 

summarizes the means and standard deviations in math by ethnic group, and Table 4 summarizes 

effect sizes. 

 

Table 2 

Mean Levels of Reading and Math for Students in Four Ethnic Groups 
 White  

(n = 752729) 

Vietnamese 

(n = 28737) 

Lao/Cambodian 

(n = 13772) 

African American 

(n = 169214) 

 M SD M SD M SD M SD 

Reading 58.2 20.3 56.8 19.1 45.2 18.7 42.0 20.4 

Math 57.7 19.7 64.1 19.0 49.0 19.4 40.6 19.4 
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Table 3 

Reading Achievement Effect Size in Standard Deviation Units 
 White Vietnamese Lao/Cambodian African American 

White -- 0.07 0.62 0.77 

Vietnamese  -- 0.55 0.70 

Lao/ Cambodian   -- 0.15 

African American    -- 

 

Table 4 

Math Achievement Effect Size in Standard Deviation Units 
 White Vietnamese Lao/Cambodian African American 

White -- 0.30 0.40 0.81 

Vietnamese  -- 0.71 1.12 

Lao/ Cambodian   -- 0.40 

African American    -- 

 

 

Parent Education Differences 

 

To assess reading performance differences by parents’ education, students’ mean reading 

normalized scores were examined between groups. A one-way ANOVA indicated significant 

differences in reading performance levels between parental education level groups F (3, 964448) 

= 35956.1, p < .0001. Follow-up pairwise comparisons using Tukey’s HSD revealed that parents 

with college graduate or graduate school education level (M = 62.0) had significantly higher 

reading score with the mean levels higher than the parents with some college education level (mean 

differences, md = 8.98, d = 0.42), the parents with high school graduate level (md = 14.87), and 

the parents with not a high school graduate (md = 20.91, d = 0.28).  

 

Table 5 

Mean Levels of Reading and Math for Students in Four Parental Education Groups  
 Not a High School 

Graduate 

(n = 49834) 

High School 

Graduate 

(n = 195632) 

Some College 

(n = 297763) 

College Graduate / 

Graduate School 

(n = 421223) 

 M SD M SD M SD M SD 

Reading 41.1 20.7 47.1 20.7 53.0 20.1 62.0 19.7 

Math 42.0 20.4 46.9 19.9 52.4 19.3 61.6 63.0 

 

To assess parents’ education level differences in math performance, students’ math 

normalized scores were examined for mean level differences across groups. A one-way ANOVA 

indicated significant differences in math performance levels across parental education level groups 

F (3, 964448) = 35803.1, p < .0001. Follow-up pairwise comparisons using Tukey’s HSD revealed 

that parents with college graduate or graduate school education level (M = 61.6) had significantly 

higher math scores with the mean levels higher than the parents with some college education level 

(mean differences, md = 9.19, d = 0.44), the parents who are high school graduates (md = 14.67), 
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and the parents who did not graduate from high school (md = 19.58, d = 0.28). Table 5 summarizes 

the means and standard deviations in reading by parental education level groups, and Tables 6 and 

7 summarize effect size. 

 

Table 6 

Reading Achievement Effect Size by Level of Education in Standard Deviation Units 
 Not a High School 

Graduate 

High School 

Graduate Some College 

College Graduate / 

Graduate School 

Not a High School 

Graduate 
-- 0.28 0.56 1.00 

High School 

Graduate 
 -- 0.28 0.71 

Some College    -- 0.42 

College Graduate / 

Graduate School 
   -- 

 

Table 7 

Math Achievement Effect Size by Level of Education in Standard Deviation Units 
 Not a High School 

Graduate 

High School 

Graduate Some College 

College Graduate / 

Graduate School 

Not a High School 

Graduate 
-- 0.28 0.50 0.98 

High School 

Graduate 
 -- 0.26 0.69 

Some College    -- 0.44 

College Graduate / 

Graduate School 
   -- 

 

 

Socioeconomic Status Differences 

 

To assess economic social differences in reading performance, students’ reading normalized scores 

were examined for mean level differences across groups. A one-way ANOVA indicated significant 

differences in reading performance levels across school lunch program F(1, 964450) = 99441.5, p 

< .0001.  Follow-up pairwise comparisons using Tukey’s HSD revealed that students who were 

not in school lunch program (M = 59.1) had significantly higher reading score with the mean levels 

higher than the students who were in the school lunch program (mean differences, md = 14.49, d 

= 0.69). Table 8 summarizes the means and standard deviations in reading by school lunch program 

groups. 

To assess economic social differences in math performance, students’ math normalized 

scores were examined for mean level differences across groups. A one-way ANOVA indicated 

significant differences in math performance levels across school lunch program F (1, 964450) = 

94620.5, p < .0001. Follow-up pairwise comparisons using Tukey’s HSD revealed that students 

who were not in school lunch program (M = 58.6) had significantly higher reading score with the 

mean levels higher than the students who were in school lunch program (mean differences, md = 

13.84, d = 0.66)). Table 8 summarizes the means, standard deviations, and effect sizes in math and 

reading NCE scores by school lunch program eligibility. 
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Table 8 

Mean Levels of Reading and Math for Students Eligible for School Lunch Program  

  Eligible (n = 698170)  Not Eligible (n = 266282)   

  M SD  M SD  Effect Size 

Reading  59.1 19.9  44.6 20.8  0.69 

Math  58.6 19.6  44.8 20.1  0.66 

 

 

Combined Differences: Ethnicity, Parent Education Levels, and Socioeconomic Status 
 

Three-way analyses of variance were conducted on the influence of three independent variables 

(ethnicity, parent education level, school lunch program) on reading and math performance for 

seventh-grade students. Ethnicity included four groups (Vietnamese, Lao/Cambodian, African 

American, @hite), parent education level consisted of four levels (not a high school graduate, high 

school graduate, some college, college graduate/graduate school), and school lunch program 

condition contained two groups (no lunch program, yes lunch program.  

 For reading performance, all effects were statistically significant at the 0.05 significance 

level and can be found in Table 9. The main effect for ethnicity yielded an F ratio of F (3, 964420) 

= 8266.14, p < .0001, η2 = 0.02, indicating a significant difference among White students (M = 

58.2, SD = 20.3), Vietnamese students (M = 56.8, SD = 19.1), Lao/Cambodian students (M = 45.2, 

SD = 18.7), and African American students (M = 42.0, SD = 20.4). The main effect for students 

in the lunch program or not yielded an F ratio of F (1, 964420) = 2613.2, p < .0001, η2 = 0.002, 

indicating a significant difference between students who were not in the lunch program (M = 59.1, 

SD = 19.9), and students who participated in the lunch program (M = 44.6, SD = 20.8). The main 

effect for parent education level yielded an F ratio of F (3, 964420) = 1573.1, p < .0001, η2 = 

0.004, indicating a significant difference among college graduate/graduate school level (M = 62.0, 

SD = 19.7), some college (M = 53.0, SD = 20.1), high school graduate (M = 47.1, SD = 20.7), and 

not a high school graduate (M = 41.1, SD = 20.7). The predicted interaction between ethnicity and 

school lunch program condition was also significant, F (3, 964420) = 183.12, p < .0001, η2 = 

0.0005. The predicted interaction between ethnicity and parent education level was also 

significant, F (9, 964420) = 66.49, p < .0001, η2 = 0.0005. The predicted interaction between 

school lunch program and parent education level was also significant, F (3, 964420) = 126.1, p < 

.0001, η2 = 0.0003. There was a significant three-way interaction among ethnicity, school lunch 

program and parent education level in reading performance, F (9, 964420) = 12.6, p < .0001, η2 = 

0.0001. 

 For math performance, all effects were statistically significant at the 0.05 significance level 

and are shown in Table 10. The main effect for ethnicity yielded an F ratio of F (3, 964420) = 

13999.8, p < .0001, η2 = 0.035, indicating a significant difference among Vietnamese students (M 

= 64.1, SD = 19.0), White students (M = 57.7, SD = 19.7), Lao/Cambodian students (M = 49.0, 

SD = 19.4), and African American students (M = 40.6, SD = 19.4). The main effect for students 

in the lunch program or not yielded an F ratio of F (1, 964420) = 2263.43, p < .0001, η2 = 0.002, 

indicating a significant difference between students were not in lunch program (M = 58.6, SD = 

19.6), and students were in lunch program (M = 44.8, SD = 20.1). The main effect for parent 

education level yielded an F ratio of F (3, 964420) = 1659.8, p < .0001, η2 = 0.004, indicating a 

significant difference among college graduate/graduate school level (M = 61.6, SD = 19.6), some 

college (M = 52.4, SD = 19.3), high school graduate (M = 46.9, SD = 19.9), and not a high school 

17

Lee et al.: Academic Needs and Family Factors in the Education of Southeast Asian American Students

Published by Purdue e-Pubs, 2017



 

graduate (M = 42.0, SD = 20.4). The predicted interaction between ethnicity and school lunch 

program condition was also significant, F (3, 964420) = 185.5, p < .0001, η2 = 0.0005. The 

predicted interaction between ethnicity and parent education level was also significant, F (9, 

964420) = 66.49, p < .0001, η2 = 0.0005. The predicted interaction between school lunch program 

and parent education level was also significant, F (3, 964420) = 138.4, p < .0001, η2 = 0.0003. 

There was a significant three-way interaction among ethnicity, school lunch program and parent 

education level in math performance, F (9, 964420) = 8.55, p < .0001, η2 = 0.0001. 

 

Table 9 

Three-way ANOVA Within-Subjects Effects among Ethnicity, School Lunch Program, and Parent 

Education Level in Reading Performance  

Source df Type III SS Mean Square F Value 

Ethnicity 3 9073302.7 3024434.2 8266.1 

Lunch Program 1 956120.3 956120.3 2613.2 

Parent Education Level 3 1726669.1 575556.4 1573.1 

Ethnicity*Lunch Program 3 201005.4 670001.8 183.1 

Ethnicity*Parent Education Level 9 162259.7 18028.9 49.3 

Lunch*Parent Education Level 3 138414.4 46138.1 126.1 

Ethnicity*Lunch Program*Parent 

Education Level 

9 41562.3 4618.0 12.6 

Note: (p < 0.0001 for all comparisons) 

 

The significant two-way and three-way interactions among ethnicity, school lunch 

program, and parent’s education level suggest that differences on the school performance among 

ethnic groups vary as a function of the variables of school lunch program and parent education 

level. The results demonstrate that school lunch status and parent education levels measure similar 

social aspects. This leads to interaction among the three areas of ethnic group membership, lunch 

program, and parent education level. 

 

Table 10 

Three-way ANOVA Within-Subjects Effects among Ethnicity, School Lunch Program, and Parent 

Education Level in Math Performance  

Source df Type III SS Mean Square F Value 

Ethnicity 3 43305714.2 14435238.1 42289.2 

Lunch Program 1 19236324.0 19236324.0 56354.3 

Parent Education Level 3 19569066.0 6523022.0 19109.7 

Ethnicity*Lunch Program 3 552849.4 184283.1 539.9 

Ethnicity*Parent Education Level 9 641397.7 71263.1 208.8 

Lunch*Parent Education Level 3 786928.2 262309.4 768.5 

Ethnicity*Lunch Program*Parent 

Education Level 

9 26260.8 2917.9 8.6 

Note: (p < 0.0001 for all comparisons) 
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The decision was then made to examine simple main effects for ethnicity at each level of 

other independent variables. Table 11 summarizes ANOVA results for reading and math 

performances by ethnicity and parent education levels.  

In reading performance, the main effect for ethnicity with parent education level at not a 

high school graduate yielded an F ratio of F (3, 49830) = 1223.58, p < .0001 while the main effect 

for ethnicity with parent education level at high school graduate yielded an F ratio of F (3, 195628) 

= 1757.75, p < .0001. At the same time, the main effect for ethnicity with parent education level 

at some college yielded an F ratio of F (3, 297759) = 6629.91, p < .0001 while the main effect for 

ethnicity with parent education level at college graduate or graduate school yielded an F ratio of F 

(3, 421219) = 10836, p < .0001. 

 

Table 11  

Mean Levels of Reading Performance as a Function of Ethnicity for Students from Four Levels 

of Parent’s Education  

 African 

American 

Vietnamese Lao / 

Cambodian 

White  

Not a High 

School 

Graduate 

33.05 48.95 40.64 43.97 F (3, 49830) = 1223.6 

High School 

Graduate 

37.62 54.05 45.58 49.95 F (3, 195628) = 4757.8 

Some 

College 

43.07 58.28 49.23 55.48 F (3, 297759) = 6629.9 

College 

Graduate / 

Graduate 

School 

47.54 

 

62.51 51.46 63.95 F (3, 421219) = 

10836.0 

Note: (p < 0.0001 for all comparisons) 

 

In math performance, the main effect for ethnicity with parent education level at not a high 

school graduate yielded an F ratio of F (3, 49830) = 2472.28, p < .0001 while the main effect for 

ethnicity group with parent education level at high school graduate yielded an F ratio of F (3, 

195628) = 7551.54, p < .0001. At the same time, the main effect for ethnicity with parent education 

level at some college yielded an F ratio of F (3, 297759) = 8983.22, p < .0001 while the main 

effect for ethnicity with parent education level at college graduate or graduate school yielded an F 

ratio of F (3, 421219) = 13145.7, p < .0001. 

 

Table 12  

Mean Levels of Math Performance as a Function of Ethnicity for Students from Four Levels of 

Parent’s Education  

 African 

American 

Vietnamese 

 

Lao / 

Cambodian 

White 

 

 

Not a High 

School 

Graduate 

32.21 56.79 44.43 43.80 F (3, 49830) = 2472.3 
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High School 

Graduate 

36.29 61.83 49.15 49.69 F (3, 195628) = 7551.5 

Some 

College 

41.71 65.07 52.95 54.88 F (3, 297759) = 8983.2 

College 

Graduate / 

Graduate 

School 

45.96 69.58 55.41 63.55 F (3, 421219) = 

13145.7 

Note: (p < 0.0001 for all comparisons) 

The following tables summarize ANOVA results for reading and math performances by 

ethnicity groups and school lunch program.  

In reading performance, the main effect for ethnicity with students in the school lunch 

program yielded an F ratio of F (3, 266278) = 5440.78, p < .0001 while the main effect for ethnicity 

with students not in the school lunch program yielded an F ratio of F (3, 698166) = 10576.7, p < 

.0001. 

 

Table 13 

Mean Levels of Reading Performance as a Function of Ethnicity for Students from Two Levels of 

School Program  

 African 

American 

Vietnamese Lao / 

Cambodian 

White  

Yes in 

School 

Program 

38.25 52.96 42.98 48.07 F (3, 266278) = 5440.8 

Not in 

School 

Program 

46.97 61.04 51.53 60.53 F (3, 698166) = 

10576.7 

Note: (p < 0.0001 for all comparisons) 

 

In math performance, the main effect for ethnicity with students in the school lunch 

program yielded an F ratio of F (3, 266278) = 10334.5, p < .0001 while the main effect for ethnicity 

with students not in the school lunch program yielded an F ratio of F (3, 698166) = 13702.0, p < 

.0001. 

 

Table 14  

Mean Levels of Math Performance as a Function of Ethnicity for Students from Two Levels of 

School Program  

 African 

American 

Vietnamese Lao / 

Cambodian 

White  

Yes in 

School 

Program 

37.15 60.91 46.85 48.08 F (3, 266278) = 10334.5 

Not in School 

Program 

45.37 67.72 54.95 60.00 F (3, 698166) = 13702.0 

Note: (p < 0.0001 for all comparisons) 
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Discussion 

 

The “model minority” is a stereotype that serves as an obstacle to Asian American groups such as 

Cambodian American, Laotian American, and Vietnamese American students who are not 

receiving equality in education. The findings of this study demonstrate that there are Asian 

American students who like some African American students have problems with reading and 

math in school. The performance of Cambodian American, Laotian American, and Vietnamese 

American students is heavily influenced by their socioeconomic status. Students who are 

participants in the school lunch program perform significantly lower than students who are not 

members of the school lunch program. In addition, it is important to note that students whose 

parents have more educational experiences do better in math and reading on the CAT/6 assessment. 

 This study looked at almost a million students from the state of California who were in the 

seventh grade in 2003–2008. The findings of this study show the existence of a large achievement 

gap between Whites and African Americans, Cambodian Americans, and Laotian Americans in 

reading and math.  Whites compared to African Americans do significantly better in both math 

and reading with high effect sizes. In addition, whites also perform significantly higher than 

Cambodian American and Laotian students in math and reading, with sizable effect sizes. Though 

there was a significant difference found between whites and Vietnamese in reading, the effect size 

was minimal. There was also a significant difference found between Vietnamese American 

students and their White peers in math where Vietnamese had a higher mean score. The effect size 

was fairly strong.  

 Parent education levels among the groups significantly influenced the achievement of all 

ethnic/racial groups in both reading and math. The researchers in this study believe that school 

lunch status and parent education levels are highly correlated and therefore demonstrate strong 

interactions. In addition, both ethnicity and school lunch status, and ethnicity and parent education 

levels showed interactions. In the United States, income and ethnicity are aspects of society that 

are highly correlated and shown to make major differences in the achievement of students 

(Obradović, Long, Cutulli, Chan, Hinz, Heistad, & Matsen, 2009). Students who are members of 

low-income score lower than learners who are members of high-income families. There is more 

risk that these students do not have as many opportunities as students whose parents have higher 

levels of education and income.  

 

 

Conclusion 

 

The study shows the academic needs for reading and math among students of color from African 

American, Cambodian American, Laotian American, and Vietnamese American families. 

Intervention is needed for these students in the area of reading. Students of color scored 

significantly lower than Whites on the reading assessment. There has been much research that has 

indicated that AAPIs and other students of color need programs that address vocabulary 

development, writing, and comprehension skills (Kiang & Kaplan, 1994; Pang, 1990; Pang, Han, 

& Pang, 2011; Suzuki, 2002). Many Southeast Asian American students may be English language 

learners or from second generation families where their parents do not speak Standard English at 

home; parents may speak a heritage language (Portes & Rumbaut, 2001; Rumbaut, 1995). Though 

many children may not speak the heritage language and understand what is spoken, they may not 

have the language modeling needed to develop high-level vocabulary in English. The children also 
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may have more trouble learning how to write because they have not had the opportunity to read 

print and digital materials if their families have limited financial resources. Writing is difficult for 

many students because it is a complex process. Students need a strong command of English and 

have developed high level language skills. Students must be able to think logically and produce a 

clear argument. We highly recommend that schools develop writing intervention programs for 

these students to teach them how to effectively communicate in writing. 

 This study also demonstrated that contrary to the “model minority” myth, Cambodian 

American and Laotian American students performed significantly lower in math than their White 

American peers. This again demonstrates the need for schools to provide intervention programs in 

math for Southeast Asian students along with their African American counterparts. This is 

probably one of the most serious findings because the stereotype of the nerdy, math and science 

AAPI student is pervasive within this country. Many teachers do not believe that Asian American 

students are in need of assistance in mathematics because of this powerful myth.  

 In summary, not all Southeast Asian American students perform on the same level. There 

are differences. In this study, Vietnamese American students attained significantly higher levels 

of achievement in both reading and math than their Cambodian American and Laotian American 

peers. Looking forward, research that examines differences in gender, generation in the United 

States, and when student families arrived in the United States may be fruitful areas of investigation. 

These characteristics may be valuable in explaining the differences between the academic 

achievement of Vietnamese Americans, Cambodian Americans, and Laotian Americans. There is 

a great diversity among Southeast Asians and more study is needed. 

Finding larger numbers of Southeast Asian Americans could bring to light important 

elements about the diversity within the community. Though this study examined the performance 

of three Southeast Asian American communities, the population also includes individuals with 

ancestry from the Philippines, Thailand, Malaysia, Singapore, and Indonesia. If the achievement 

of additional Cambodian American and Laotian American students could be located, similar 

disaggregatee analyses could be performed. Though this study did not have enough students to 

create two separate groups, Cambodian American and Laotian American students come from 

distinctly different countries and cultures.   

School personnel should also consider providing a parent liaison to assist Cambodian, 

Laotian, and Vietnamese parents. Even if parents do not speak English well, they can still volunteer 

in the school. For example, parents may put up bulletin boards, collect library books, and copy 

materials for teachers. Their efforts help teachers and parents as active members of the school 

community will learn about what goes on in schools. Parents who would like to participate in 

schools can contribute to their children’s education. Also some parents may want to attend evening 

Open Houses or PTA meetings. However, if they do not have transportation to the school, some 

principals have provided buses to pick up and take home parents who live in the neighborhood. 

This is another way to encourage parent involvement in school affairs. 

 Cambodian American, Laotian American, African American, and Vietnamese American 

students need academic interventions in both reading and math. Equal educational opportunity is 

not being provided to many of these students. The achievement gap between these groups and 

whites still exists and the “model minority” myth is a major reason for the lack of educational 

opportunities and interventions needed. 
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