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ABSTRACT

Ingram, P a tric ia  Mae, M.A. ::■; . 1980 Anthropology

AN ASSESSMENT OF THE ASSIMILATION VARIABLES ON THE LAO HMONG REFUGEES IN 
THE MISSOULA, MONTANA HIGH SCHOOLS ( pp).

D irecto r: Frank B. Bessac

Lao Hmong refugees s e tt lin g  in  Missoula, Montana are being subjected 
to  accu ltu ra tive  and ass im ila tive  forces w ith in  the local high schools. 
This study examines the reactions o f the schools and the Hmong to these 
forces through interviews w ith  adm inistra tors, teachers and students and 
observation of classes and Hmong students completed over a four month 
period. The high school personnel have reacted to the presence o f the 
Hmong by establish ing an English-as-a-second-language program to teach 
one or two hours o f English per day to the Hmong and by mainstreaming 
the refugees in  order to give them as much exposure to American ways and 
to  English speakers as possible. Problems a ris ing  are tha t the Hmong are 
being placed in to  high school'leve l classes w ithout a comparable educa­
t io n a l h is to ry , some never learned to read or w rite  in any language; the 
Hmong have minimal English s k i l ls  and do not understand class m a te ria l; 
prejudice is  increasing among students which in h ib its  communication and 
acceptance; l i t t l e  inform ation on the Hmong has 'been given to teachers 
o r adm inistrators so tha t th e ir  a b i l i t ie s  to in te rp re t Hmong student be­
havior is  lim ite d ; and students are promoted from classes p rim a rily  on 
th e ir  attendance not th e ir  completion o f class requirements or compre­
hension o f class material o f funding and fears o f d iscrim ination  charges 
against the school d is t r ic t .

The Hmong students are approaching school w ith tra d it io n a l expectations 
and values about education. They want an education in order to get jobs 
and to maintain as much o f th e ir  tra d it io n a l l i f e  and organization in  the 
U.S. as possible. The Hmong students demonstrate an in c lin a tio n  to try  Tes 
i f  subjects get too hard. They believe they are e ith e r lucky or unlucky 
and th is  cannot be changed by the ind iv idua l through work or anything else

Conclusions o f the study are that the Hmong w il l  not be assim ilated.
They are a c tive ly  try ing  to create a Hmong community to  re in force th e ir  
id e n tity  as Hmong. Increasing prejudice and the inadequate educations the 
Hmong are receiving set them apart from the res t o f the Missoula community
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CHAPTER I - I n t r o d u c t i o n

The presence o f  Lao Hmong refugees in M is s o u la ,  

Montana al lows f o r  i n i t i a l  s tudies  of  the process o f  

a c c u l t u r a t i o n ,  i . e . ,  the change in c u l t u r e s  brought  

about by cont inuous f i r s t - h a n d  contac t  between two or  

more c u l t u r e s .  The Hmong have been in the Un i ted  S ta tes  

f o r  f i v e  years du r i ng  which t ime they have made c e r t a i n  

adjustments to American c u l t u r e  in t h e i r  s t y l e  o f  d ress ,  

housing,  food,  language and o t hers .  These changes are  

not considered un us ua l ,  bu t ,  in f a c t ,  are expected by 

the dominant s o c i e t y .  I t  is  expected t h a t ,  in  t i m e ,  the 

Hmong w i l l  become "Amer icans" ,  shar ing the v a l u e s ,  norms 

and behavior  o f  n a t i v e  Americans.  I f  the Hmong reach the 

p o in t  where ther e  i s  no longer  any d i f f e r e n c e  between 

them and Americans,  e i t h e r  in t h e i r  outward be ha v io r  or  

in t h e i r  pr imary r e l a t i o n s h i p s ,  they can be sa id  to be 

a s s im i l a t e d  (Gordon 1 9 7 5 : 8 4 - 1 1 0 ) .  In M is so u la ,  the view 

of  the na t ives  i s  t h a t  the Hmong w i l l  be ' m e l t e d '  or  

a s s im i l a t e d  ( M is s o u l i a n  6 / 1 7 / 8 0 : 1 5 ) .  This th e s i s  is a 

study of  the a t t i t u d e s  toward the a s s i m i l a t i o n  o f  the 

Hmong, and the e x t e n t  to which th is  can be expec ted  based 

upon the c o n d i t io n s  p e r t a i n i n g  to the Hmong in the 

Mjssoula p u b l i c  high schoo ls .  The research o b j e c t i v e s  

are to:  1) d i s c e rn  the r eac t io ns  o f  the M i s s o u la ,  Montana
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school system, emphasiz ing the high schoo ls ,  to the presence  

of  Lao Hmong re fugees and the e f f e c t s  and i m p l i c a t i o n s  of  

these r e a c t i o n s ;  2) d i sc e rn  the r ea c t i on s  o f  the Lao Hmong 

refugees to the M is s o u la ,  Montana school s i t u a t i o n ;  and 

3) make some p r e d i c t i o n s  about the a s s i m i l a t i o n  o f  the  

Hmong in M is so u l ia n  s o c i e t y .

A s s i m i l a t i o n ,  the f i n a l  phase of  a c c u l t u r a t i o n ,  is 

def ined as

"the process through which groups t h a t  
l i v e  in a common t e r r i t o r y  but are o f  h e t e r o ­
geneous backgrounds reach a broad-based c u l t u r a l  
s o l i d a r i t y  t h a t  r ipens i n t o  n a t i o n a l  u n i t y .  I t  
i nvo lves  homogenei ty o f  schemes o f  imagery and 
goes deeper than merely accept ing m a t e r i a l  
t r a i t s "  (Win ick  1 9 7 7 : 4 6 ) .

Complete a s s i m i l a t i o n ,  as an id e a l  model ,  r e q u i r e s  

t h a t :  1) the new e t h n i c  groups take on the c u l t u r a l  p a t t e r n s  

of  the host  s o c i e t y  ( a c c u l t u r a t i o n ) ,  2) the e t h n i c  group 

throws o f f  any sense o f  peoplehood based on i t s  prev ious  

n a t i o n a l i t y ,  3) the e t h n i c  group avoids on moral and 

p r a c t i c a l  grounds the fo rmat ion  of  any communal o r g a n i z a ­

t ions made up p r i n c i p a l l y  o f  the e t h n i c  group,  4) the 

e thn ic  group changes i t s  r e l i g i o n  to t h a t  o f  the host  

s o c i e t y ,  5) e t h n i c  group members are accepted i n t o  so c ia l  

c l i q u e s ,  clubs and i n s t i t u t i o n s  a t  va r ious c lass  l e v e l s ,

6) the e t h n i c  group i n t e r m a r r i e s  f r e e l y  and f r e q u e n t l y  

with the host  s o c i e t y ,  7) the e t h n i c  group encounters no 

pr e ju d ic e  or d i s c r i m i n a t i o n ,  and 8) the e t h n i c  group 

ra ises no va lue  c o n f l i c t  issues in  p u b l i c  l i f e  (Gordon 

1964 : 69 ) .
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M i l t o n  M. Gordon, a s o c i o l o g i s t ,  has d i s t i n g u i s h e d  

seven d i f f e r e n t  stages o f  a s s i m i l a t i o n  (T ab l e  I ) .  These 

he d i v id e d  i n t o  two major  types o f  a s s i m i l a t i o n ,  c u l t u r a l  

or b e h a v io r a l  a s s i m i l a t i o n  ( a c c u l t u r a t i o n ) ,  and s t r u c t u r a l  

a s s i m i l a t i o n ,  in which the e t h n i c  group en te rs  i n t o  

pr imary group r e l a t i o n s  w i th  the host  s o c i e t y .  Gordon 

s t a te d  t h a t ,  "once s t r u c t u r a l  a s s i m i l a t i o n  has o c cu r r ed ,  

e i t h e r  s im u l ta n eo u s l y  w i th  or  subsequent  to a c c u l t u r a t i o n ,  

a l l  o f  the o t h e r  types of  a s s i m i l a t i o n  w i l l  n a t u r a l l y  

f o l l o w "  (Gordon 1 9 6 4 : 8 1 ) .  To ta l  a s s i m i l a t i o n  r e s u l t s  in  

the d isappearance  o f  the e t h n i c  group as a s e pa r a t e  e n t i t y  

and "the e v a p o r a t i o n  o f  i t s  d i s t i n c t i v e  va lues"  (Gordon 

1964:81 ) .

The Un i ted  S ta tes  has t r a d i t i o n a l l y  p r id e d  i t s e l f  on 

being a m e l t i n g  pot o f  d i s t i n c t  e t h n i c  groups and immigrants .  

Studies o f  Na t i ve  Americans ( Z i n t z  1963,  S p i n d l e r  1944,

Black H i l l s  1975,  e t . a l . )  and Chinese-Amer icans (Lee 1960,  

Weiss 1974 ,  Sih 1976,  e t . a l . )  show t h a t  f o r  a l l  m i n o r i t y  

po pu la t io ns  a s s i m i l a t i o n  has not occur red .  They may adopt  

outward or  secondary appearances o f  a s s i m i l a t i o n  but  o f te n  

r e t a i n  t h e i r  pr imary r e l a t i o n s  w i t h i n  the e t h n i c  group 

(Gordon 1 9 7 5 : 8 4 - 1 1 0 ,  Weiss1 9 7 4 : 1 3 ) .  The major  concept  

behind the no t ion  o f  a m e l t in g  pot  is  t h a t  'a complete  

mix ture  o f  the var ious stocks ( i s  reached)  through i n t e r ­

m ar r ia ge '  (Gordon 1964:124 )  or  what Gordon c a l l s  m a r i t a l  

a s s i m i l a t i o n .  M a r i t a l  a s s i m i l a t i o n  assumes the acceptance  

of  e t h n i c  group members in t o  the host  s o c i e t y ’ s c l i q u e s ,



TABLE I .  THE ASSIMILATION VARIABLES K

SUBPROCESS OR CONDITION TYPE OR STAGE OF SIMILATION SPECIAL TERM

Change of Cultural 
patterns to those 
of host society.

Cultural or Behavioral Acculturation

Large scale entrance 
into cliques, clubs 
and institutions of 
host society, on 
primary group level .

Structural assimilation None

Large scale 
intermarriage.

Marital assimilation Amalgamation

Development of sense 
of peoplehood based 
exclusively on host 
society.

Identi f i  cational 
assimilation

None

Absence of prejudice. Atti tude receptional 
assimilation

None

Absence of 
discrimination.

Behavior receptional None

Absence of value. Civic assimilation None

^’Gordon, M.M.
1964 Assimilation in American Li fe:  New York: Oxford University
Press, 71
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i n s t i t u t i o n s  and c l u b s ,  o r ,  in o t her  words,  s t r u c t u r a l  

a s s i m i l a t i o n .  As s t a t e d  above,  i f  s t r u c t u r a l  a s s i m i l a t i o n  

occurs,  then t o t a l  a s s i m i l a t i o n  w i l l  take p l a c e .

The id ea l  o f  America as a mel t ing pot  r e q u i r e s  t h a t  

new e t h n i c  groups be t o t a l l y  a s s i m i l a t e d .  What most 

o f te n  happens in the U n i t ed  S t a t e s ,  however,  is a form of  

p l u r a l i s m ,  c a l l e d  s t r u c t u r a l  p l u r a l i s m ,  in which "pr imary  

group contacts  between members of  var ious e t h n i c  groups 

are held to a minimum, even though secondary contacts  on 

the j o b ,  on the c i v i c  scene ,  and in o ther  areas o f  

impersonal  contact  may abound" (Gordon 1 9 6 4 : 2 3 5 ) .  Regard­

less of  d i f f e r e n c e s  which may e x i s t  between a pe op le ' s  

pr imary and secondary r e l a t i o n s  they are o f t e n  viewed 

as e i t h e r  a s s i m i l a t e d  or  on t h e i r  way to becoming 

a s s i m i l a t e d .  The b e l i e f  t h a t  a l l  immigrants are scheduled  

to become a s s i m i l a t e d  i s  an a t t i t u d e  which can be 

i d e n t i f i e d  w i t h i n  M isso u la  and i t s  school system 

( Mi ssoul i  an 6 / 1 7 / 8 0 ) .  School a d m i n i s t r a t o r s  and the Hmong 

e l ders  view the school system as a major  f o r c e  in moving 

the Hmong in t o  the mainstream o f  American l i f e .  Not ions  

of  the f u t u r e  a s s i m i l a t i o n  o f  e t h n i c  groups in  America  

i n f lu e n c e  the way the schools in Missoula view t h e i r  ro le  

in educat ing the Hmong, the types of  programs they i n s t i t u t e  

and the manner in which these programs are implemented.  

Though the Hmong may have changed t h e i r  secondary behav ior  

they may not have changed t h e i r  t r a d i t i o n a l  s t r a t e g i e s  

to meet those of  the school  system (Weiss 1 9 7 4 : 2 4 6 ) ,
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e . g . ,  the schools want the Hmong educated and A m e r i c a n iz e d ,  

the Hmong want to be educated and to be good Amer icans ,  

but they a lso wish to r e t a i n  t h e i r  i d e n t i t y  as Hmong 

( I n t e r v i e w s ,  Cherpao 6 / 2 0 / 8 0 ) .

One o f  the p r e r e q u i s i t e s  o f  t o t a l  a s s i m i l a t i o n  is  

t h a t  d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  and p r e j u d i c e  are absent .  D i s c r i m i n a ­

t ion  is a p rocess ,  an ac t  or  a p r a c t i c e  o f  d i s c r i m i n a t i n g  

c a t e g o r i c a l l y  r a t h e r  than i n d i v i d u a l l y  (Webster  1 9 7 7 : 3 2 6 ) .  

Pre jud ice  is p reconceived  judgment or op in ion  (Webster  

1977 :907 ) .  The d i f f e r e n c e  between d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  and 

pre jud ice  is  t h a t  p r e j u d i c e  is more f e e l i n g  and bias  

whereas d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  is  the o v e r t  demonst rat ion o f  

p r e j u d i c i a l  f e e l i n g s  (S an t ia g o  1 9 5 9 : 8 - 9 ) .  S tud ies  o f  

Nat ive  American s tudents  have shown t h a t  p r e j u d i c e  can 

take the forms o f  open h o s t i l i t y ,  i n d i f f e r e n c e  or  

i n t o l e r a n c e .  One a t t i t u d e  of  wh i te  teachers toward N a t i v e  

American s tudents  i s  t h a t  they s u f f e r  from c u l t u r a l  

d e p r i v a t i o n .  The s t ud e nt  may be t o t a l l y  u n f a m i l i a r  w i t h  

concepts or  o b je c ts  which teachers assume a l l  c h i l d r e n  

know before they e n t e r  schoo l .  The te ac h er 's  p r e j u d i c e  

may surface in the form o f  low expe c ta t ion s  of  the  

I n d ia n 's  c a p a b i l i t i e s ;  she lowers the standards f o r  the 

I ndian s t u d e n t .  Since she expects less of  the I n d i a n  she 

demands l e s s ,  and once they meet her ex pec ta t ion s  she does 

not push any f u r t h e r .  The r e s u l t  is a feedback system in  

which the In d i an  i s  expected to do l e s s ,  the s tandards  

are lowered to meet these e x p e c t a t i o n s ,  the In d ia n  does 

what is  expec ted ,  which i s  l e s s ,  thereby r e i n f o r c i n g  the
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t e a c h e r 's  o r i g i n a l  n o t io n  o f  i n f e r i o r i t y  in Indians  

(Black H i l l s ,  1 9 75 ) .

P re jud ice  is g e n e r a l l y  thought  o f  as n e g a t i v e ,  but  

i t  may a lso  be an o p i n i o n  in fa vo r  of  someone or  some­

th i n g .  In the case o f  the Hmong, p o s i t i v e  p r e j u d i c e  means 

exaggera t ing t h e i r  good q u a l i t i e s  and av o id ing  r e c o g n i t i o n  

of  any shortcomings o r  i n a b i l i t i e s .  Harold  R. I s a a c s ,  

as an example o f  p o s i t i v e  p r e j u d i c e ,  discussed the Uni ted  

S t a t e s '  view of  the Chinese dur ing the per iods  he l a b e l e d ,  

'The Age of  Benevolence'  ( 1 905 -19 37 )  and,  'The Age of  

Admira t ion '  ( 1 9 3 6 - 1 9 4 4 ) .  Isaacs concluded t h a t  

Americans s te re o t ype  people  as a b so lu te s .  These Chinese

are o f te n  seen to have a sense o f  d u a l i t y  o f  the human

s p i r i t  and ex p e r ie n c e .  Americans view the Chinese  

according to one s ide  o f  these d u a l i t i e s  depending upon

the circumstances o f  the t imes ( I saacs  1 9 5 8 : 7 1 ) .

This thes is  d e l i n e a t e s  the p resent  stage o f  a s s i m i l a ­

t i o n  of  the Hmong and the f a c t o r s  r e s u l t i n g  in th is  s t a g e ,  

and pr e d ic ts  f u t u r e  stages o f  a s s i m i l a t i o n  as in f lu e n c e d  

by the high school env i ron me nt .

The educa t iona l  system was chosen as the focus of  

t h i s  study because the American ed uca t iona l  system is  the 

basic  exponent o f  American va lues .  A n a t i o n ' s  educ a t iona l  

system is based upon aims 'which r e f l e c t  b e l i e f s  concerning  

the idea l  type of  i n d i v i d u a l  behavior  and the moral ways 

to f o s t e r  the development  o f  such an i n d i v i d u a l '  ( B e r n i e r  

and Wi l l i ams  1 9 7 3 : 3 5 9 ) .  Thus,  the school is  the
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i n s t i t u t i o n  created  by complex s o c i e t i e s  to help the c h i l d  

and the ado le sce nt  to assume the r o l e s  expected o f  them 

when they reach a d u l t  s t a tus  (Phonekeo 1 9 7 5 : 9 2 ) .  Aside  

from the conscious e f f o r t s  by the schools to teach proper  

American b e h a v io r ,  such as speaking E n g l i s h ,  dress ing  

c o n v e n t i o n a l l y  and adopt ing o t h e r  American p r a c t i c e s ,  the re  

i s  another  aspect  o f  the e d u c a t i o n a l  system which emphasizes 

s p e c i f i c  t r a i t s  f o r  success which mark the basic  c h a r a c t e r  

of  Americans.  This s ide o f  the school  system may or  may 

not be e x p l i c i t .  The American school  t r a i n s  the s tudent  

in  the b e h av io r ,  goals and a t t i t u d e s  which ex em pl i fy  the 

American way o f  l i f e .  I t  teaches i n d i v i d u a l  co m p et i t i v e n e s s ,  

t o le r a n c e  f o r  delayed g r a t i f i c a t i o n  and resp ec t  f o r  and 

f e a r  o f  a u t h o r i t y  (Postman 1 9 7 9 : 3 5 ) .  T h e r e f o r e ,  when the 

Hmong s tude nt  en te rs  school he /she i s  conf ron ted  w i t h  the 

v a lu e s ,  norms and behav io r  he /she i s  expected to l e a r n  

and i n t e r n a l i z e  i f  he/she is to be a s s i m i l a t e d  i n t o  

M is sou l ia n  and American s o c i e t y .  This th es is  concent rates  

on the Missoula  p u b l i c  high schools because the high school  

students  are the ones who are most immedia te ly  a f f e c t e d  

by the success or f a i l u r e  o f  the school  s i t u a t i o n  to 

prepare  them f o r  f u t u r e  jobs and educat ion, ,  and whether  

t h i s  segment o f  Hmong s o c i e t y  has,  in accordance w i th  the 

f u n c t i o n  o f  e d u ca t i o n ,  been a s s i m i l a t e d .  The schools are 

one o f  the f i r s t  i n s t i t u t i o n s  in Missou la  to deal  w i t h  the 

refugees so t h e i r  responses and impress ions may be usefu l  

f o r  o th er  agencies in vo l ve d  w i th  the Hmong, p r e s e n t l y  or  

in the f u t u r e .
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Methodo1oqy

The methods employed in t h i s  research are the standard  

q u a l i t a t i v e  methods t r a d i t i o n a l l y  used by a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s .  

These inc lud e  i n t e r v i e w s ,  p a r t i c i p a n t  o b s e r v a t i o n ,  

q u e s t io n n a i r e s  and comparat ive  m a t e r i a l s .  The research  

was not  based on any one t h e o r e t i c a l  scheme nor was i t  a 

t e s t  o f  any one th eory .  I n s t e a d ,  i t  was a combinat ion of  

ideas and in f o rm at io n  ga thered  from s t ud ie s  in the areas 

of  c u l t u r e  c o n f l i c t ,  b e l i e f  systems,  an thropo logy and 

e d u c a t io n ,  c u l t u r e  and p e r s o n a l i t y ,  and a c c u l t u r a t i o n .

The most va lua b le  s tud ies  concerned^ N a t i v e  American 

students  in  whi te  a d m in is te r ed  sc hoo ls ,  and a c c u l t u r a t i o n  

s tu d i es  o f  Chinese-Americans ( Z i n t z  1963,  S p i n d l e r  1955,  

Lee,  1960,  Weiss 1974,  e t . a l . ) .  Though these s tudies  could 

not  be ap p l i e d  d i r e c t l y  to the Hmong s i t u a t i o n ,  they  

al lowed f o r  a basic concept ion o f  the i tems to be looked 

f o r  in the behavior  and a t t i t u d e s  o f  school personnel  and 

Hmong s t u d e n ts .  No r e fe re n c e  study was found which 

conformed w i th  the ad jus tment  o f  the Hmong students holding  

t r a d i t i o n a l  f o l k  knowledge to the concepts and in f o rm at io n  

presented in the classroom,  e . g . ,  the e a r t h  is  round.  The 

Hmong are t r a d i t i o n a l l y  a n o n - l i t e r a t e  peop le ;  only in 

r e c e n t  years  were two a lphabets  devised f o r  the Hmong 

l anguage.  Few of  the s tudents  can read Hmong though some 

are able to read ,  w r i t e  and speak se ver a l  o t h e r  languages 

which may inc lude  Lao,  T h a i ,  Vietnamese and French.  A f t e r  

the p r e s e n t a t i o n  of  two programs to the E n g l i s h - a s - a -
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second- language (ESL) c lasses  a t  the high school l e v e l ,  

the Hmong quest ioned the speaker  a t  g r e a t  l ength  about the 

nature  o f  the wor ld  as Americans see i t  and how we know 

what we know. Severa l  s tudents  expressed doubts as to 

the v a l i d i t y  o f  c e r t a i n  f a c t s  which c o n t r a d i c t  t h e i r  

e a r l i e r  t r a i n i n g .  I t h i n k  t h a t  when the m a t e r i a l  in c lass  

c o n t r a d i c t s  Hmong b e l i e f s  the s tudents  must deal  wi th  

t h i s ,  e i t h e r  by r e j e c t i n g  what they l e a r n  a t  home, by 

r e j e c t i n g  what they l e a r n  in c l a s s ,  or by i n t e g r a t i n g  the 

two.  The f u l l  e x t e n t  o f  t h i s  ad jus tment  could not be 

discerned in th is  r e s e a r c h ,  but  an hypothesis  about the 

general  approach o f  the Hmong to what  they l e a r n  in  c la s s ,  

as opposed to t h a t  which they l e a r n  a t  home, w i l l  be 

de ve l ope d .

The research has been d i v i d e d  i n t o  th ree  major  to p i c s .

The f i r s t  focuses on the h i s t o r y  o f  Hmong c u l t u r e ,  immigra­

t i o n ,  educat ion and t h e i r  views on ed u c a t i o n .  The second 

focuses on the Missoula  school  system,  the o r g a n i z a t i o n  of  

the schools ,  t h e i r  goals towards the Hmong, programs and 

the p r ed ic t ed  r e s u l t s  o f  these f a c t o r s  as they r e l a t e  to 

the Hmong. Data was gathered over  a f i v e -m on th  t ime per iod  

through a se r i es  o f  i n d i v i d u a l  in te rv ie ws ,  w i th  p r i n c i p a l s  ( 4 ) ,  

d i s t r i c t  a d m i n i s t r a t o r s  ( 3 ) ,  t e achers  ( 1 2 ) ,  school counselors  

and T i t l e  I teachers ( 8 ) ,  ESL te achers  ( 4 ) ,  s t a t e  advisors ( 1 ) ,  

and the local  soc ia l  worker ,  who has been assigned to 

p lace  new a r r i v a l s  i n t o  the scho o ls .  In a d d i t i o n  to these,

I a t tended a two-day workshop on Asian Refugees organized  

by the Western Montana Teachers '  Cen ter  in  M issou la ,
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Montana in May, 1980.  I n f o r m a t i o n  gathered in Missoula  was 

compared to t h a t  ga ined from e i g h t  in t e r v i e w s  in  Spokane,  

Washington which has a s i m i l a r  number o f  r e fu g e e s ,  who 

have been a r r i v i n g  dur ing the same per iod  as those  

a r r i v i n g  in Missou la .

The t h i r d  major  t o p i c  o f  t h i s  research centers  around 

the Hmong s tudents '  r e a c t i o n  to the schoo ls '  s t r u c t u r e  

and substance.  The da ta  was gathered through o b se r va t io n  

of  Hmong students in c l a s s ,  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  as an ESL aide  

f o r  two months a t  f i v e  hours per  week,  and from responses 

to programs presented by me to ESL c la ss es ,  q u e s t io n n a i r e s  

and in t e r v ie w s  ( 3 3 ) .  A d d i t i o n a l  data and i n s i g h t s  came 

from Susanne Bessac,  a l o c a l  a n t h r o p o l o g i s t  who has worked 

wi th  and studied  the Hmong in  Missoula f o r  severa l  years  

and who is  a member o f  the Lao Family Community, I n c . ,  

board o f  a d m i n i s t r a t o r s .

The qu e s t io n n a i r e s  were given to the high school  

students  in the th re e  h i g h e r  l e v e l s  o f  ESL who could read  

and understand the q u e s t i o n n a i r e  (Appendix I ) .  I t  i n vo lv ed  

quest ions dea l ing  w i t h  t h e i r  a t t i t u d e s  towards t h e i r  

c la s s e s ,  t h e i r  p r og re ss ,  ex p e c ta t io n s  of  school and 

i n d i v i d u a l  background i n f o r m a t i o n .  This in vo lv ed  f o r t y -  

nine of  the s i x t y - f i v e  Hmong then p resent  in  the high 

school ESL program. Dur ing the months in  which the 

research was c a r r i e d  ou t  the po pu la t ion  o f  refugees in  the 

high schools inc reased from s i x t y - f i v e  in February to 

e i g h t y - t h r e e  in May, 1980.
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The i n t e r v i e w s  in v o lv e d  e ig h t een  students in  these  

same th ree  c lasses  o f  ESL who were the most advanced in  

t h e i r  E ng l i s h .  I assumed t h a t  the data on the s t u d e n t s '  

reac t ions  to c lass  i n f o r m a t i o n  would be most ac ces sab le  

in students in  the Uni ted  S t a t es  the longest  and those who 

spoke the best  E n g l i s h ,  as they no longer  have to concen­

t r a t e  on j u s t  understanding the language and can discuss  

the s u b j e c t  m a t t e r  p resented to them in c la s s .  The data  

tended to suppor t  t h i s  hy po th e s i s .  To insure  as l i t t l e  bias  

in the data  as p o s s i b l e ,  a Hmong i n t e r p r e t e r  was used to 

i n t e r v i e w  a sample o f  twe lve  o f  the high school Hmong 

students who do not  read o r  speak Engl ish w e l l  enough to 

have p a r t i c i p a t e d  in  the q u e s t i o n n a i r e .  Hmong s t ud en ts  

included in  t h i s  research were from two high s c h o o l s ,  rece n t  

a r r i v a l s ,  as we l l  as lo nge r  r e s id e n ts  o f  M i ss ou la ;  those  

wi th prev ious ed uc a t io na l  exper ience  and those w i t h o u t  

previous s c ho o l in g ;  and i n d i v i d u a l s  from d i f f e r e n t  Hmong 

surname groups and w i t h  d i f f e r e n t  subgroup a f f i l i a t i o n s .

In a d d i t i o n ,  th re e  Hmong paren ts  were i n t e r v i e w e d  about  

t h e i r  impressions on the co n d i t io n s  in the schools and t h e i r  

expe c ta t ion s  f o r  the s t u d e n ts .  The p a r t i c i p a n t s  were  

al lowed to o f f e r  any w r i t t e n  data in whatever  language  

they could best  express themselves ,  w i th  the hope t h a t  

th is  would a l l o w  f o r  less c o n t r i v e d  answers than i f  

i n h i b i t e d  due to u n f a m i l i a r i t y  w i th  Eng l ish .  Only one 

i n d i v i d u a l  gave an answer in  any language o t h e r  than E ng l is h .  

The i n d i v i d u a l s  i n t e r v i e w e d  f o r  t h i s  research expressed the
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wish to remain anonymous. T h e r e f o r e ,  in accordance w i th  

these r e q u e s t s ,  any re fe re nce s  w i l l  be c i t e d  s imply  as 

( I n t e r v i e w :  M o n th /Y e a r ) .



CHAPTER 2 - The Hmong

The Hmong have been an e t h n i c  e n t i t y  f o r  many 

c e n t u r i e s ,  y e t  r e l a t i v e l y  l i t t l e  is  known about  the Hmong 

in comparison to many o f  the o t h er  Asian peop les .  Reasons 

f o r  th is  in c lu d e  the f a c t  t h a t  few e thnograph ic  accounts  

have been w r i t t e n  on the Hmong and t h a t  h i s t o r i c  re fe re nc e s  

have been cursory and s p o r a d i c .  I n f l u e n c i n g  t h i s  genera l  

absence o f  knowledge on the Hmong has been the t r a d i t i o n a l  

Hmong way o f  l i f e  and t h e i r  n o n - l i t e r a c y  in  the Hmong 

language.  Due to s o c ia l  and h i s t o r i c a l  f a c t o r s ,  the Hmong 

have remained s e p a r a t e ,  i f  not i s o l a t e d ,  from ne ig h b o r in g  

t r i b e s  and the dominant  c u l t u r e s  around them in  China and 

Indochina.  Through t h i s  i s o l a t i o n  they have been a b le  to 

preserve t h e i r  t r a d i t i o n a l  c u l t u r e  longer  than those  

t r i b e s  in c l o s e r  co n ta c t  w i t h  the Han Chinese o r  European  

powers. This i s  not  to say t h a t  the Hmong c u l t u r e  has not  

changed or  t h a t  the Hmong have not been i n f l u e n c e d  by the 

cu l tu res  w i t h  which they have come in c o n ta c t .  The l a s t  

two hundred years  have been punctuated by wars ,  r e b e l l i o n s  

and turmoi l  f o r  the Hmong. Though they have avoided  

a s s i m i l a t i o n  over  the c e n tu r i e s  they have been a c c u l t u r a t e d  

by many d i f f e r e n t  peoples to va ry ing  degrees.  In  s tudy ing  

the Hmong, one f i n d s  ev idence o f  close a s s o c i a t i o n  w i t h

14
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Chinese,  Man, Lolo and o th er  T ibet -Burmese sp eakers ,

Tai speakers,  e a r l y  C h r i s t i a n  m i s s i o n a r i e s ,  V ietnamese,

Lao, French,  Japanese,  Mon-Khmer, Buddhists and American  

peoples in t h e i r  f o l k t a l e s ,  r e l i g i o n ,  language and a t t i t u d e s  

o f  the Hmong- Through these a s s o c ia t io n s  the Hmong became 

aware of  a b i l i t i e s  o f  these o t h e r  c u l t u r e s  which they  

themselves d id not  possess.  One o f  the most de s i red  t r a i t s  

was l i t e r a c y .  I n f l u e n c e d  by the s t a t u s -c o n s c io u s  s o c i e t i e s  

o f  China and Laos,  the Hmong sought to r a i s e  t h e i r  own 

status and to ga in  the power necessary to preserve  t h e i r  

i d e n t i t y  in the face of  cont inuous pressures by dominant  

groups to subjugate  and to L a o i c i z e  or  S i n i c i z e  them.

The Hmong responded to these pressures by the c r e a t i o n  of  

various mess ian ic  movements, by r e b e l l i n g  m i l i t a r i l y  

against  t h e i r  oppressors and by becoming ed uc a te d . .  To 

compensate f o r  t h e i r  lower  s ta tu s  the Hmong t e l l  f o l k ­

ta le s  which e x p l a i n  the absence o f  Hmong books; they  

became l i t e r a t e  in  o t h e r  languages,  which gave them h i ghe r  

status  among ne ighbor ing  t r i b e s ;  they manipu la ted  magical  

sources to ga in knowledge and they sought an educa t ion  

wherever p o s s i b l e .  This chapter  w i l l  exp l o re  the concepts ,  

a t t i t u d e s  and e x p e c ta t io n s  o f  ed uca t ion  which the Hmong 

refugees have brought  to M issou la .

H i s t o r i c a l  Background 

Hmong re fugees from Laos began a r r i v i n g  in the 

Missoula and Hami l ton areas o f  Montana in  1975.  Previous  

to th is  se ve r a l  Hmong had come to Missoula  as f o r e i g n



16

s tu de nts .  Others have cont inued to a r r i v e  over  the years  

wi th the g r e a t e s t  i n f l u x  oc c u r r in g  in the w i n t e r  and 

spr ing  o f  1980.  They are expected to con t inue  a r r i v i n g  

through 1 9 8 0 - 19 8 1 .  As o f  June 20,  1980,  the r e  were 

s ix  hundred and s e v e n t y - e i g h t  ( 678 )  Hmong in  Montana and 

s i x t y - e i g h t  ( 68 )  Vietnamese (Cherpao 6 / 2 0 / 8 0 ) .  The 

po pu la t io n  o f  Hmong refugees in Montana is the t h i r d  h i ghes t  

per c a p i t a  in  the Uni ted S t a t e s .  Hmong have s e t t l e d  in  

t h i r t e e n  s t a t e s  wi th the g r e a t e s t  numbers in  Orange 

County,  C a l i f o r n i a ;  M i n n e a p o l i s - S t .  Paul ,  M in nesota ;  

and M is so u la ,  Montana.  In M is so u la ,  one r e s i d e n t  per  

one hundred i s  an Indochinese re fugee  ( Grea t  F a l l s  

Tr ibune 6 / 2 3 / 8 0 ) .

Most o f  the Hmong in Indochina o r i g i n a l l y  l i v e d  in  

southern China (LeBar  1964:63)  m ig r a t i n g  i n t o  Laos,

Th a i l and  and Vietnam in the e ig h t ee n th  and n i n e t e e n t h  

c e n t u r i e s .  Many o f  the Hmong in Missoula remember s t o r i e s  

t h e i r  grandparents  t o l d  o f  moving from China o r  Vietnam in t o  

Laos. By then they were a l r e a d y  a t r a u m a t i z e d  people  and 

t h e i r  movement i n t o  Laos was not  n e c e s s a r i l y  peace fu l  as they  

had k i l l e d  women and c h i l d r e n  in Vietnam (LeBar  1 9 6 4 : 7 3 ) .

At the turn o f  the ce n tu ry ,  “Flowery" Hmong sought  mass 

convers ion to C h r i s t i a n i t y  in  China as an escape from 

i n t o l e r a b l e  c o nd i t i on s  ( P o l l a r d '  1919) .  The Hmong, ment ioned  

in the l i t e r a t u r e  by the Chinese term Miao,  which means 

r i c e - s h o o t  (LeBar  1 9 6 4 - 6 3 ) ,  have been recogn ized  in the 

l i t e r a t u r e  as a d i s t i n c t  e t h n i c  group f o r  hundreds and
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perhaps thousands o f  years (LeBar  1 9 6 4 : 6 3 ,  Vang Tou Fu 

1978:10 ,  Geddes 1 9 7 6 : 3 ) .  They are ment ioned in  legendary  

Chinese h i s t o r y  in the t w e n ty -s e ve n th  century  B.C.  when 

t h e i r  c h i e f t a i n ,  C h ' i h - y u  was supposedly de fea ted  by the 

Yel low o f  Emperor o f  China in  Honan prov ince  (Gedded 1 9 7 6 : 3 ) .  

They migrated southward,  p r obab ly  f o l l o w i n g  the mountain  

ranges in o rder  to lo c a t e  and c u l t i v a t e  new lands f o r  t h e i r  

dry r i c e ,  maize and ve ge t ab l e  c rop s ,  as i s  the custom 

among most swidden a g r i c u l t u r a l i s t s .  The Hmong are a lso  

noted f o r  t h e i r  opium crops,  but  opium was not  in t roduced  

to the Hmong u n t i l  sometime around the Opium Wars o f  China 

in  the 1 8 0 0 ' s .  The movement south was also a c c e l e r a t e d  

by the h o s t i l i t i e s  o f  t h e i r  ne ighbors and the pressures  

from encroaching Chinese s e t t l e r s .

In Indochina the Hmong managed to cont inue t h e i r  

t r a d i t i o n a l  l i f e  ways though they were in c o n t a c t ,  some 

of  i t  h o s t i l e ,  w i th  ne ighbor ing  t r i b e s .  The Hmong made 

two in curs ions  i n t o  the Red R iv e r  V a l l e y  and the Mua 

f a m i l y  remembers a f i g h t  w i t h  a Mon-Khmer group be fore  they  

s e t t l e d  in the Sam Nua area o f  Laos ( S . L .  Bessac,  Personal  

Communication 6 / 8 0 ) .  The d i f f e r e n t  t r i b a l  groups o f  Laos 

c a r r i e d  on t h e i r  a l l i a n c e s  and b a t t l e s  wi th  each o t h e r  

wi t h o u t  much i n t e r v e n t i o n  by the n a t i o n a l  governments.

U n t i l  the middle o f  the t w e n t i e t h  cen tury  co ntac t  w i th  

the Hmong was not a p r i o r i t y  o f  the Laos* government b u t ,  

by the end o f  World War I I ,  the Hmong were in vo l ve d  in  

a s so c ia t io n s  which would d i v i d e  the Hmong as a people and
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comple te ly  a l t e r  t h e i r  t r a d i t i o n a l  economy and way o f  l i f e .

The beginning of  the change occurred w i t h  the Japanese  

occupat ion o f  Laos,  w i th  the change a c c e l e r a t i n g  a f t e r  

1945.  The French gained cont ro l  o f  Laos in 1893,  which 

a t  t h a t  t ime was one of  the most r a c i a l l y  and p o l i t i c a l l y  

complex areas in  Southeast  As i a .  The Lao people made up 

f o r t y - f i v e  pe rc en t  o f  the popu la t ion  w i t h  the r e s t  being  

Hmong, Mon-Khmer and Tai t r i b e s  in the north and about  

s i x t y  d i f f e r e n t  Mon-Khmer t r i b e s  in the south (McCoy 1 9 7 0 : 7 5 ) .  

There was l i t t l e  co n ta c t  between the French and the Hmong as 

the French ad m in is t e r e d  the Hmong through Tai  and Lao 

i n t e r m e d i a r i e s .  C o n f l i c t s  arose when the French at tempted  

to c o l l e c t  a head tax  r e s u l t i n g  in Hmong r e b e l l i o n s  in  

1896 and 1919 (McCoy 1 9 7 0 : 8 1 ) .

When the French could not r a is e  enough money from a 

head tax because the t r i b e s  would not c o o p e ra te ,  they  

t r i e d  to develop a government monopoly on the manufacture  

and sa le  o f  opium as a means of  r a i s i n g  funds .  Opium 

had been r a is e d  by the Hmong f o r  both m ed ic in a l  use and 

t rade  prev ious to t h i s  t ime .  The French i n t e r e s t  in  

a c q u i r i n g  opium promoted improved a g r i c u l t u r a l  techniques  

among the Hmong, as we l l  as c loser  c o n t a c t  w i t h  them 

(McCoy 1 9 7 0 : 8 5 ) .  The province of  Xieng Khouang, p r i m a r i l y  

i n h a b i t e d  by Hmong, was given a monopoly on l e g a l l y  grown 

opium. A l l  o f  no r t he rn  Laos grew opium f o r  t r a d e  though 

only Xieng Khouang had the a u t h o r i z a t i o n  to do so.  The 

weakening o f  the French a f t e r  t h e i r  d e f e a t  by the Nazis in
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1.940 brought  Indochina under 'Japanese c o n t r o l .  In 1942 

Vichi  France and Japan shared c o n t r o l  o f  Laos. The war  

cut  o f f  Indochina from i t s  major  opium sources in  China,  

the Middle East  and Burma as the Japanese used Indochina  

as a base f o r  a t ta c ks  on China (McCoy 1 9 7 0 : 9 6 ) .  The 

r e s u l t  o f  t h i s  was t h a t  the Lao government began buying 

g r e a t  amounts o f  opium from the Hmong to suppor t  the hab i t s  

of  the n a t i o n ' s  opium a d d i c t s .  Because of  the l a r g e  

amounts o f  s i l v e r  which the government  pa id to the Hmong 

f o r  t h e i r  opium, the Hmong began n e g l e c t i n g  t h e i r  food 

crops in o rd e r  to conce nt ra te  on r a i s i n g  opium. The e f f e c t s  

of  th is  were m a l n u t r i t i o n ,  s t a r v a t i o n  and c o n f l i c t s  amongst 

themselves and w i th  the government (McCoy 1 9 7 0 : 9 6 ) .

In an e f f o r t  to p revent  any r e p e t i t i o n  o f  the 1919-  

1921 Hmong r e b e l l i o n ,  the French c r ea te d  an autonomous 

Hmong d i s t r i c t  near  the P l a i n  o f  Jars centered a t  Nong Het .  

The d i s t r i c t  l e a d e r  was a Hmong approved by the French.

I t  was his duty to d e l i v e r  the opium quota to the Lao 

c h i e f  who, in  t u r n ,  d e l i v e r e d  i t  to  the French a t  Xieng 

Khouang C i t y .  By the l a t e  1 9 3 0 ' s ,  the power a t  Nong Het  

was shared by members of  the Lo c l a n ,  a l l i e d  w i th  the Luang 

Prabang based roya l  f a m i l y ,  and members o f  the Ly c l a n ,  

a l l i e d  w i t h  the French and the Xiong Khouang roya l  f a m i l y  

(McCoy 1 9 7 0 : 9 7 ) .  Touby Ly fong ,  l e a d e r  o f  the Lys,  a s s is te d  

the French r e s i s t e n c e  a g a in s t  the Japanese.  This  brought  

a t t e n t i o n  to the Hmong as g u e r r i l l a  f i g h t e r s  which would 

be t h e i r  f u n c t i o n  under the P a t h e t  Lao and the CIA f i f t e e n
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years l a t e r .  With the end o f  the war the Hmong were s p l i t  

in t h e i r  l o y a l t i e s  between the French and the Lao I s s a r a  

( f o r e r u n n e r s  o f  the Pa thet  Lao) .  Laos was de c la re d  i n d e ­

pendent in  1945,  though the French remained in  power 

through 1954.  Hmong suppor t ing  a n a t i o n a l i s t  movement 

a g a i n s t  the Royal Lao Government's (RLG) q u a s i - c o l o n i a l  

s ta tus  j o i n e d  the Pathet  Lao. In 1954 the French were 

defea ted  a t  Dien Bien Phu by V ie t - m in h  and Hmong fo r c e s .

This b a t t l e  r e s u l t e d  in a movement o f  Hmong from Vietnam 

i n to  Laos b r i n g i n g  V ietnamized ideas w i th  them, e Lg. ,

Yang Dao and his fa m i l y  migrated  to Laos.  Yang Dao was 

the f i r s t  Hmong to re ce iv e  a do c t o ra te  and is  considered  

one of  the Hmong's foremost  i n t e l l e c t u a l s  (C e n te r  f o r  

Appl ied L i n g u i s t i c s  # 1 5 : 4 5 ) .

By 1960,  members of  the Lyfong f a m i l y  in  Xiong Khouang 

had achieved high p o s i t io n s  w i t h i n  the L a o t i a n  government.

Another Hmong came in t o  prominence in  the Royal Lao Army;

General  Vang Pao fought  f i r s t  under the French and l a t e r  as an 

a l l y  o f  the American CIA. Par t  o f  Vang Pao's success rested on 

r e c r u i t i n g  f e l l o w  Hmong t r ibesmen who became l o y a l  to him. He 

respected t h e i r  t r a d i t i o n a l  l eaders  ( i n  f a c t ,  the Vangs are a l l i e d  

with the Lys through m a r r i a g e ) ,  and promised to improve t h e i r  

standing in  Lao s o c i e t y .  General  Vang Pao and the CIA 

found each o t h e r  in s t r u g g l i n g  aga in s t  North Vietnamese  

and P a th e t  Lao fo rces  in Nor theas t  Laos.  Vang Pao's u l t i m a t e  

motive appears to have been to e s t a b l i s h  an autonomous 

Hmong s t a t e  in  nor thern Laos (Branfman 1 9 7 0 : 2 5 2 ) .

The war i n t e n s i f i e d  and, beginning i n  1962,  a p o p u la t i o n
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r e l o c a t i o n  program was enacted to move people ou t  o f  

Pathet  Lao zones.  Since 1962 more than a h a l f  m i l l i o n  

people were r e l o c a t e d  i n t o  areas c o n t r o l l e d  by the Royal 

Lao Government (Branfman 1 9 7 0 : 1 5 1 ) .  The Sam-Thong-Long-  

Cheng area t h i r t y  mi les  southwest  o f  the P l a i n  o f  Jars  was 

the major r e l o c a t i o n  s i t e .  By 1970,  an es t i m a te d  250,000  

Hmong and o t h e r  t r i b a l  people had been r e l o c a t e d  to Long 

Cheng and 50 ,0 0 0  to 100 ,000  others  had been r e l o c a t e d  to 

the west and northwest  o f  t h a t  area (Branfman 1 9 7 0 : 2 5 1 ) .

The consequences o f  the Hmong involvement  i n  the  

Vietnam war have been se ve re .  T h e i r  losses o f  f a m i l y  

members ( 3 0 , 0 0 0  c a s u a l t i e s  as o f  1978) and p r o p e r t y  are  

astronomical  (Vang Tou Fu 1 9 7 9 : 9 6 ) .  Fo l lowing the f a l l  o f  

the RLG and the wi thdrawa l  o f  American a s s i s t a n c e ,  the  

Pathet  Lao,  under Vietnamese l e a d e r s h i p ,  i n a u g u r a te d  an 

e x te r m in a t io n  campaign a g a in s t  the Hmong in Laos (Vang 

Tou Fu 1 9 7 9 : 9 6 ) .  This is  the reason f o r  the e m i g r a t i o n  out  

of  Laos i n t o  the camps o f  T h a i l a nd  and from there to what ­

ever  country  w i l l  r e c e iv e  them. With the f a l l  o f  Laos in  

1975, General  Vang Pal bought a ranch near M issou la  

through his t i e s  w i th  the CIA,  which had r e c r u i t e d  smoke 

jumpers from the Missou la -based t r a i n i n g  sc hoo l ;  t h i s  

accounts f o r  the i n t e r e s t  in  M issou la .  The f i r s t  re fugees  

to Montana were those w i th  c lose  as soc ia t ions  to h i g h -  

ranking U.S.  o f f i c i a l s  or  those who were former  employees  

of  the U.S.  Government.  Because of  t h e i r  in te n s e  r e l a t i o n s
ft

with the CIA,  the Hmong brought  wi th  them to the U.S .  a
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sense o f  secrecy which mani fests  i t s e l f  in  the minimal  

i n f o r m a t i o n  presented about  themselves as a pe op le .  This  

sense o f  secrecy extends to the re fugee  o r g a n i z a t i o n s  which 

h e s i t a t e  to r e l a y  re fugee  s t a t i s t i c s  to the p u b l i c  f o r  

f e a r  o f  i n c i t i n g  a n t i - r e f u g e e  s e n t i m e n t .  The second wave 

of refugees co ns is ted  o f  those educated young men who could  

come ahead o f  t h e i r  f a m i l i e s ,  f i n i s h  school  and ge t  jo bs .  

The t h i r d  major  wave,  a r r i v i n g  in  1980,  co ns is ted  o f  the  

f a m i l i e s  o f  those a l r ea dy  here and many o f  whom have been 

in re fugee  camps f o r  up to fo ur  y e a r s .

C u l t u r a l  Synopsis /

The Hmong t r a d i t i o n a l l y  l i v e d  in v i l l a g e s  above three  

thousand f e e t  in  the mountains o f  Laos.  They p a r t i c i p a t e d  

in a p a t r i l o c a l  extended f a m i l y  o r g a n i z a t i o n ;  they empha­

s i zed p a t r i l i n e a l  descent ,  w i th  the c l o s e s t  r e l a t i o n s  

e x i s t i n g  between b r o t h e r s .  V i l l a g e s  tended to c o n s i s t  o f  

several  hamlets composed o f  l o c a l i z e d  p a t r i l i n e a l  k in  

groups.  V i l l a g e s  were not permanent ,  as households moved 

from one v i l l a g e  s i t e  to another  in  search o f  farm land  

or to be near  r e l a t i v e s .  Each household,  composed of  

p a re n ts ,  unmarr ied c h i l d r e n  and m ar r ie d  sons and f a m i l i e s ,  

was expected to be s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t ,  r a i s i n g  whatever  

f o o d s t u f f s  they r e q u i r e d .

The Hmong did not have any o v e r r i d i n g  p o l i t i c a l  

s t r u c t u r e .  Dec is ions were made through common consent ;  i f  

consent could not  be reached,  the d i s s a t i s f i e d  p a r t i e s  

moved t h e i r  households to another  v i l l a g e .  The Hmong were
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a c o l l e c t i v e  o f  many d i f f e r e n t  subgroups.  These subgroups 

were des ig na t ed  by the Chinese according to c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  

of  the costumes worn by the women, e . g . ,  the Red, F lowery ,  

Green,  Whi te and Magpie Hmong. Some o f  these subgroups,  

such as the Whi te and the Green Hmong, who have s e t t l e d  in 

Missou la ,  speak d i f f e r i n g  d i a l e c t s  o f  Hmong. The Hmong 

recogn ize  d i f f e r e n c e s  among themselves based on song 

s t y l e s  which they us ua l l y  see as l o c a l i z e d  ( S . L .  Bessac 

Personal  Communicat ion) .

The Hmong extended household was the bas ic  s o c i o ­

economic and r e l i g i o u s  u n i t ;  polygyny was not  uncommon.

"Order and a u t h o r i t y  (were)  m a in ta in ed  by r es p ec t  f o r  age,  

tempered by r e c o g n i t i o n  of  ca p a c i t y "  (Geddes 1 9 7 6 : 7 3 ) .  The 

e l d e s t  male was recognized as the head of  the house though,  

due to advanced age,  he o f ten  performed as a r b i t e r  and l e f t  

the a c t i v e  dec is ion -mak ing  to males in  t h e i r  t h i r t i e s  or  

f o r t i e s .  Th is  a l lowed f o r  easy segmentat ion and m ig r a t io n  

of  the household (Geddes 1 9 7 6 : 7 4 ) .

An i n d i v i d u a l s '  e n c u l t u r a t i o n  in  Hmong s o c i e t y  

emphasized c o o p e r a t i o n ,  group i d e n t i t y ,  du ty ,  l o y a l t y  to 

f a m i l y ,  harmony w i t h  the wo r ld ,  and p a s t ,  p r es en t  and 

fu tu r e  wo r ld  o r i e n t a t i o n  (Hadas 1 9 7 9 : 1 9 ) .  The Hmong were 

ances tor  worsh ippers  who assumed t h a t  animate and inanimate  

ob jec ts  have souls or  an essence w i th  power to i n t e r a c t  

wi th  o t h e r  s p i r i t s  independent ly  o f  the o r i g i n a l  body. The 

Hmong o f  M is s o u la ,  f o r  the most p a r t ,  seem to have mainta ined  

much of  t h e i r  t r a d i t i o n a l  b e l i e f  system,  al though severa l
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f a m i l i e s  have conver ted  to C h r i s t i a n i t y .  The Hmong are  

also making a conscious e f f o r t  to r e t a i n  t h e i r  t r a d i t i o n a l  

f a m i l y  o r g a n i z a t i o n  and va lue  s t r u c t u r e .

Edu ca t io na l  Background 

In Laos, an ed u ca t i o n  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  meant Buddhis t  

r e l i g i o u s  t r a i n i n g .  The Buddhist  bonze was regarded as the  

best  teacher  o f  boys and the pagoda school or  va t  was the 

only formal  educa t ion  in Laos u n t i l  the a r r i v a l  o f  the 

French.  In many r u r a l  v i l l a g e s  educat ion i s  s t i l l  the 

t r a d i t i o n a l  pagoda type (LeBar  and Suddard 19 63 :7 8 )  and 

represents one o f  the many d i f f e r e n t  ed uc a t io na l  systems 

to which the Hmong were exposed.  Several  Missoula  Hmong 

at tended the va t  as r e g u l a r  s t u d e n ts ,  w h i le  o thers  took  

refuge wi th the monks as c h i l d r e n  when they were l e f t  

d e s t i t u t e  by the war ( S . L .  Bessac Personal  Communicat ion) .  

I n s t r u c t i o n  in these schools i s  predominant ly  o r a l  and 

emphasizes memory t r a i n i n g ,  r e c i t a t i o n  and s in g i n g  (LeBar  

and Suddard 1 9 6 3 : 7 9 ) .  F u r t h e r  emphasis is  g iven to phrases  

t h a t  seem charged w i t h  magic powers ins tea d  o f  g a in in g  an 

understanding o f  the P a l i  words (Condominas 1 9 7 0 : 2 0 ) .

Values which the Hmong were exposed to in the v a t  were  

respec t  f o r  a l l  l i f e ,  unde rs t and ing ,  which c r ea tes  a 

profound t o l e r a n c e ,  deep f a i t h  and i n d i v i d u a l i s m .  "But very  

of te n  the exper ience  in  the monastery also f o s t e r s

i n d i f f e r e n c e  to o t h e r s ,  d i s i n t e r e s t ,  nonchalance in  s h o r t ,

. . . a  block to a l l  r ea l  e f f o r t "  (Condominas 1 9 7 0 : 2 0 ) .  This  

t i e s  in w i th  the Hmong concept  of  lu ck .  Some c h i l d r e n  are
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born wi th  a "good id e a "  w h i le  others are not .  Those who do 

have good ideas f i n d  th ings  to be e a s i e r  f o r  them and w i l l  be 

more successful  than o thers  who, because they do not  have 

good id ea s ,  are no t  expected to achieve as much and t h e r e ­

fo re  do not have to work as hard.  This no t io n  is s i m i l a r  

to the low e x p e c t a t i o n  feedback cycle  o f  N a t i v e  Americans  

as discussed in Chapte r  I .

The wars in  Laos brought  many changes to the t r a d i ­

t io n a l  Hmong l i f e s t y l e .  T r a d i t i o n a l l y ,  the Hmong c h i l d  

l earned what he /she needed to know as an a d u l t  by he lp ing  

parents and from the s t o r i e s  and t r a d i t i o n s  t o l d  by the  

e l d e r s .  Contac t  w i t h  the French and Americans p rov ided  

educa t iona l  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  f o r  the Hmong. Touby Lyfong is  

repor ted  to have been the f i r s t  Hmong to have r e c e iv e d  a 

modern educa t ion  (Kourmarn Unpubl ished Ma nuscr ip t )  though 

his ancestor  could read and w r i t e  Chinese.  Touby Lyfong  

and his b r o t he r s  had been sent  to school and t h i s  was one 

of  the reasons why the French swi tched t h e i r  suppor t  from 

the Lo c lan to the Lys.  T h e i r  l i t e r a c y  re pr es en te d  power 

and status  in  a very  s t a t u s -c o n s c io u s  Laos.  I t  was a lso a t  

school t h a t  Touby Lyfong formed a close f r i e n d s h i p  w i th  a 

pr ince o f  the roya l  house o f  Xieng Khouang (Barney 1 9 6 7 : 2 7 4 ) .

Schools f o r  the h i l l  t r i b e s  were e s t a b l i s h e d  by the 

French. There were s i x  o f  these schools by 1944.  The 

French de-emphasis on educa t ion f o r  n a t i v e  peoples was 

e x em p l i f i e d  by the f a c t  t h a t ,  by 1940,  only 7000 pr imary  

school s tudents  were in  a t tendance in  a colony o f  one m i l l i o n
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(McCoy 1 9 7 0 : 8 2 ) ,  and no high school had been cons t ruc ted .

By 1946 there were 175 e leme nta ry  schools in  a l l  o f  Laos 

(McCoy 1 9 7 0 : 8 2 ) .

In 1951,  a law was passed making e l e m e nt a ry  school  

compulsory,  "but the enforcement  o f  the l aw ,  which t i e d  to 

the requ i rement  t h a t  a l l  v i l l a g e s  must c o n s t r u c t  t h e i r  own 

schoo ls ,  is  l a x ,  probably  r e a l i s t i c a l l y  so,  s ince  many 

communit ies are poor and remote and in  any case the govern­

ment is  unable to p rov ide  teachers in s u f f i c i e n t  numbers" 

(LeBar  and Suddard 1 9 6 3 : 8 3 ) .  Compl imentary school ( the  

second th ree  years o f  e lementary  schoo l )  was not  compulsory 

and only about o n e - f i f t h  o f  e le menta ry  school  graduates went  

on to any f u r t h e r  ed u c a t i o n .  Schools were l i k e l y  to be one 

room o f  thatch  and bamboo w i th  a d i r t  f l o o r .  The teacher  

was u s u a l l y  a Lao wi th  s ix  to nine year s  o f  school ing and 

a b r i e f  t e ach er s '  t r a i n i n g  program. French schools empha­

s i ze d  the s t u d e n t ' s  a b i l i t y  to r e c i t e  memorized passages 

from the t e x t ;  a t t e n t i o n  was a lso g iven  to neatness ,  

obedience and resp ec t  f o r  the t e a c h e r .

Beginning in the e a r l y  1 9 6 0 ' s ,  changes in the Lao 

educa t ion system were brought  about w i t h  the suppor t  of  

the U.S.  Agency f o r  I n t e r n a t i o n a l  Development ( A I D ) ,  which 

e s t a b l i s h e d  departments o f  a g r i c u l t u r e ,  e d u c a t i o n ,  ru ra l  

development ,  re fugee r e l i e f ,  h e a l t h ,  e t c . ,  to p a r a l l e l  Royal 

Lao Government bureaus.  From 1962 to 1970,  f i f t y  m i l l i o n  

d o l l a r s  were spent  an nu a l l y  f o r  sc h o o ls ,  roads ,  bu i ld ing s  

and v e h i c l e s .  America f in anced  T h a i - w r i t t e n  textbooks f o r
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Lao pr imary  schools .  An Educat ion  Reform of  1962 sought to 

"Laocize"  teaching a t  a l l  l e v e l s  and branches o f  educa t ion  

in Laos. I t s  goals were to remove European i n f l u e n c e s  in  

educat ion and to t r a i n  students  in ca re er s  a p p l i c a b l e  to 

r u r a l  Laos.  I t  focused on p r a c t i c a l  su b je c ts  and sys te ma t ic  

use of  lo c a l  resources (Phonekeo 1 9 7 5 : 9 0 ) .  This program,  

however,  was h a l t e d  in 1967 by h o s t i l i t i e s .  As of  1975,  

few of  these Lao schools were s t i l l  f u n c t i o n i n g  and those 

t h a t  were tended to r e la ps e  i n t o  f o l l o w i n g  the c u r r i c u l a  o f  

the convent iona l  French type o f  sc h o o l i n g .  As o f  1963,  

e lementary  school ing in Laos was the f i n a n c i a l  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  

of  the lo c a l  communities (LeBar  and Suddard 1 9 6 3 : 8 2 ) .  The 

schools were ordered in the French p a t t e r n  w i t h  a pr imary  

educat ion o f  two cy les o f  th re e  y e a r s ,  a secondary educa­

t i o n  of  co l leges  f o r  th ree y e a r s ,  and one ye ar  o f  Ty cee . 

Subjects  taught  were e t h ic s  and c i v i c s ,  h i s t o r y ,  geography,  

a r i t h m e t i c ,  drawing or manual work ,  s in g i n g  and phys ica l  

c u l t u r e .  Lessons were g iven in L a o t i a n  the f i r s t  cycle  

and in French the second (LeBar  and Suddard 1 9 6 3 : 8 2 ) .

These schools were the ones a t ten ded  by the more educated  

Hmong now in Missou la .

During the French c o l o n i a l  p e r i o d ,  many Hmong served  

in the French army and,  when the Americans went to Laos in  

the e a r l y  s i x t i e s ,  they t r a i n e d  the Hmong as g u e r r i l l a  

f i g h t e r s .  Through t h i s  co n t a c t  the Hmong lea rned  French 

and Engl ish and began sending t h e i r  sons i n t o  the c i t i e s  to  

go to schoo l .  The U.S. ,  A . I . D .  p rov ide d  m a t e r i a l s ,  and the
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Hmong prov ided the l a b o r  to b u i l d  schools .  Some o f  the 

Hmong went to V i e n t i a n e  to the French high schools  or  o t her  

e q u iv a le n t  schoo ls .  G i r l s  at tended school as w e l l ,  but  

seldom i f  the f a m i l y  l i v e d  a t  a d is tan ce  from the c i t y  

where the school  was l o c a t e d .  The r e l o c a t i o n  o f  the Hmong 

in the 1960 's  grouped the Hmong to ge t her  f o r  s e c u r i t y  

purposes in s te a d  o f  a l l o w i n g  them to remain in  t h e i r  

independent ,  s c a t t e r e d  v i l l a g e s .  This s t i m u l a t e d  f u r t h e r  

emphasis on ed uc a t io n  (Koumarn No date)  and p rov ided  the 

basic e lementa ry  e d u c a t i o n  which many o f  the Missoula  

Hmong refugees r e c e i v e d .

Once in  the r e f ug ee  camps o f  Tha i l and  the Hmong have 

been able to a t t e n d  m a k e s h i f t  schools e s t a b l i s h e d  by i n t e r ­

nat iona l  s e r v i c e  o r g a n i z a t i o n s  and church groups.  The 

classes are u s u a l l y  he ld  in  Thai or L a o t i a n .  To l ea rn  

Engl ish the Hmong must pay as much as ten d o l l a r s  per  day 

f o r  shor t  lessons in  Eng l ish  ( I n t e r v i e w  5 / 8 0 ) .  Because o f  

the cost o f  such l e s so ns ,  many of  the Hmong who have 

a r r i v e d  in Missou la  could not  a f f o r d  them and so came to 

the U.S. w i t h o u t  any language s k i l l s .  Assoc ia ted  w i th  the  

f l i g h t  from Laos and l i f e  in the refugee camps is  the  

presence of  h e a l t h  problems which a f f e c t  the l e a r n i n g  

a b i l i t i e s  o f  the Hmong once they reach the U.S.  A major  

he a l th  problem is  n u t r i t i o n a l  d e f i c i e n c y .  V i ta m in  B 

d e f i c i e n c y ,  i f  l e f t  unchecked,  may l ead to permanent  s i g h t  

damage. This problem is  p resent  in a t  l e a s t  one Hmong 

f a m i ly  in Missou la  ( S . L .  Bessac Personal Communicat ion,

Mi ssoul i  an 6 / 1 6 / 8 0 ) .
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Ethni  ci  t y

The un d e r l y in g  theme o f  t h i s  paper is  the a s s i m i l a t i o n  

of  the Hmong. This s e c t io n  looks a t  some o f  the f a c t o r s  

which g ive  the Hmong t h e i r  e t h n i c  i d e n t i t y  and exp lo res  

views which the Hmong hold concerning ed uc a t io n  and t h e i r  

f u t u r e  in  Montana.

The Hmong have managed, over  many c e n t u r i e s ,  to remain 

a d i s t i n c t  e t h n i c  e n t i t y  w i t h i n  the n a t i o n - s t a t e s  o f  o ther  

more populous and powerful  peop les .  One o f  the reasons  

f o r  t h i s  i s  the p r a c t i c e  o f  c u l t i v a t i n g  opium. Opium must 

be c u l t i v a t e d  a t  a l t i t u d e s  o f  a t  l e a s t  3 ,000  f e e t .  L iv ing  

a t  the h i g h e s t  a l t i t u d e s  in the mountains o f  southwest  

China and Laos helped keep the Hmong i s o l a t e d  from the 

dominant lowland e t hn ic  groups (Geddes 1 9 7 6 : 2 5 7 ) .  A f e a r  

of  c o n t r a c t i n g  diseases such as m a l a r i a  or  some supe rna tura l  

d i s a s t e r  k e p t  the Hmong's t r a v e l s  to the lowland markets  

b r i e f ,  a t  l e a s t  u n t i l  1945 (Barney 1 9 6 7 : 2 8 9 ) .  The Hmong 

marr iage p r a c t i c e s  also served to keep them se par a t ed  from 

ot her  pe op les .  The Hmong p r a c t i c e d  c lan  exogamy but  

p r e f e r r e d  ma r r iage  to o t h e r  Hmong. Geddes r e p o r t e d  t h a t  

Hmong groups in  China were s i m i l a r  in many re spec ts  to the 

Chinese in  t h e i r  economies and c u l t u r e s ,  y e t  the Hmong 

remained a se para te  e n t i t y  " . . . r e i n f o r c e d  p a r t i c u l a r l y  by 

a lack o f  i n t e r m a r r i a g e "  (Geddes 1 9 7 6 : 1 1 ) .

The Hmong have been a mess ian ic  people  a t  l e a s t  from 

the t ime o f  the Ta ip ing R e b e l l i o n  in China ( S . L .  Bessac 

6 / 2 6 / 8 0 ) .  According to a p r es ent  Hmong le g e n d ,  Ju-Cha,  of
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mythical  b i r t h ,  became a g r e a t  l e a d e r  and led the Hmong 

against  the Chinese about  the twenty -seventh  cen tury  B.C.

I t  is b e l i e v e d  by some t h a t  he was s t i l l  among them u n t i l  

r e c e n t l y .  Th is  concept  r e l a t e d  to B u d d h i s t i c  b e l i e f s  in  

Boddhisat tvas w i t h  which Lao i n f lu e n c e d  Hmong b e l i e f s ,  

although they are not  ou tward ly  Buddhis ts .  According to 

one prophecy,  the Hmong who l e f t  Laos to l e a r n  to read and 

w r i t e  would r e t u r n  to Laos to save Southeast  A s ia .  The 

Hmong tendency to b e l i e v e  in messiahs may have i n f l u e n c e d  

the l arge s c a le  convers ions to C h r i s t i a n i t y  as a means o f  

d i s t i n g u i s h i n g  themselves s y m b o l i c a l l y  from the Buddhist  

Lao ( 1 9 6 7 : 2 9 2 ) .  One view holds t h a t  the Hmong became 

involved w i th  wes te rn  m i l i t a r y  forces  and w i th  wes tern  

r e l i g i o n  in  o r d e r  to gain some o f  the power o f  the West in  

an e f f o r t  to r e t a i n  t h e i r  own i d e n t i t y  and freedom (Duncan 

1980) .  Halpern  and Kunstadter  r e l a t e d  some of  the methods 

employed by v a r i o u s  e t h n i c  groups o f  Laos to avoid  

a s s i m i l a t i o n .  Mess ian ic  movements among the Hmong served  

th i s  purpose.  One such movement sees Jesus C h r i s t  as the  

messiah, "ap pe ar ing  among them in a j e e p ,  g i v in g  them arms 

and summoning them to a c t i o n .  According to t h i s  myth,  the 

Hmong w i l l  depose the lo ca l  Lao o f f i c i a l s ,  and then w i l l  

take over the n a t i o n a l  c a p i t a l "  ( 1 9 6 7 : 2 4 2 ) .

A new r e l i g i o n  is  developing now (1980)  among the Hmong, 

p a r t i c u l a r l y  among those s t i l l  in Laos and the camps.

Some Hmong in  M issou la  ( S . L .  Bessac 6 / 2 6 / 8 0 )  e x p l a i n  t h a t  

i t  centers a t  Phy B i a ,  Laos. The o r i g i n a t o r  is  sa id  to
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have been a male fa rm er  whose twin boys d i e d .  The boys

re tu rned  to t h e i r  f a t h e r  in a dream. This i s  common, as

the Hmong p e r c e i v e  the un iverse as being in  th re e  l e v e l s  

which are q u i t e  f l u i d  w i th  in te rchange  between the l e v e l s .  

The boys gave t h e i r  f a t h e r  f l a g s  o f  u n i t y ,  l e a d e r s h i p  and 

e d u ca t i o n ,  as w e l l  as a new w r i t i n g  system. These g i f t s  

make the Hmong who f o l l o w  t h i s  r e l i g i o n  power fu l  enough to 

wi ths tand  the poison gas dropped on them by the communist  

government.  I t  is sa id  t h a t  the Chinese have heard o f  

t h e i r  powers and want the Hmong to teach them t h e i r  super ­

na tura l  knowledge.  Some Hmong have opted to r e s e t t l e  in  

China from the re fugee  camps in Th a i l a nd .  The i n t e r e s t i n g  

aspect  o f  t h i s  r e l i g i o n  i s  the new w r i t i n g  system g iven by 

the twins .  I t  is supposed to be b e t t e r  than the Romaniza-  

t io n  of  Hmong developed by m i s s i o n a r i e s ,  Wm. Smal ley  and 

Linwood Barney,  and can be used f o r  a l l  the languages o f  

the wor ld .  This new r e l i g i o n  s t a te s  t h a t  a l l  the people who

go overseas from Laos w i l l  be destroyed and only  those who

hold out  in Phy Bia w i l l  su rv ive  the ho lo c a u s t .  Those t h a t  

surv ive  w i l l  use the new w r i t i n g  system to u n i t e  the wo r ld .  

This new w r i t i n g  system r e p o r t e d l y  resembles a system used 

by P o l l a r d ,  a m is s i on a ry  in China,  in 1909 f o r  the Flowery  

Hmong ( P o l l a r d  1 9 19 ) .

The Hmong language belongs to the Miao-Yao branch of  

the S i n o - T i b e t a n  language f a m i l y .  Though the Hmong have 

become l i t e r a t e  in  o t h e r  languages,  we know o f  no o f f i c i a l  

w r i t i n g  system f o r  t h e i r  language.  The Hmong have a
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t r a d i t i o n  which s t a t e s  t h a t  they once had a Hmong kingdom 

with a w r i t t e n  c o n s t i t u t i o n  and laws which were l o s t  when 

the Chinese burned a l l  t h e i r  books. This t a l e  and o t hers  

demonstrate the Hmong's awareness o f  w r i t i n g  and i t s  

importance and t h e i r  d e s i r e  to gain the b e n e f i t s  o f  educa­

t ion  which was d i f f i c u l t  to ob ta in  in China and l a t e r  in  

Laos due to the s o c i a l  s t r a t i f i c a t i o n  and s o c ia l  u n r e s t .

Over the years se ve ra l  a lp habe t s  have been developed by 

m iss i onar ies  but none has y e t  been accepted o f f i c i a l l y  by 

the Hmong. In 1953,  wes tern P r o t e s t a n t  and C a t h o l i c  

miss iona r ies  developed a p h on et ic  Romanized Popular  

Alphabet  (RPA) f o r  Hmong. In  1968,  P r o t e s t a n t  m is s i o n a r i e s  

developed a Lao-based a l p h a b e t  f o r  Hmong. Fo l low ing  t h i s  

the Lao government r e fu s e d  to l e t  any pr imers be w r i t t e n  in 

the RPA s c r i p t .  The government wanted the Hmong to study  

l i k e  Lao c h i l d r e n  and thus e s t a b l i s h  c l o se r  t i e s  w i t h  the  

Hmong and a l low f o r  b e t t e r  c o n t r o l  over the Hmong (C e n te r  

f o r  Appl ied L i n g u i s t i c s  # 1 4 ) .  In  the meantime,  the P a th e t  

Lao also designed a Lao-based s c r i p t .  Hmong suppor t ing  

the Royal Lao Government (RLG) used the RPA s c r i p t  and those  

on the Pathet  Lao s ide  o f  the war used t h e i r  Lao-based  

s c r i p t .  And now, those who p r a c t i c e  the new r e l i g i o n  use 

the s c r i p t  o f  the t w i n s .  I t  is  be l i e v ed  t h a t  the p r es en t  

Lao government i s  in  the  process of  g ra n t in g  o f f i c i a l  

status to the P a th e t  Lao a l p h a b e t  (Center  f o r  App l ied  

L i n g u i s t i c s  #1 4 ) .  j
/ / An im por tan t  d i f f e r e n c e  between Americans and the  

Hmong, which a r is e s  in  the ed uc a t io na l  system, is the Hmong
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emphasis on the f a m i l y ' s  or  the group's  d e s i r es  over  the  

i n d i v i d u a l ' s  d e s i r e s .  "The major p o i n t  to remember is  

t h a t  a Hmong person is  never  an i n d i v i d u a l .  He is always  

p a r t  of  a f a mi ly "  (Vang Tou Fu 1 9 7 9 : 1 0 1 ) .  This becomes 

most apparent  when the i n d i v i d u a l  must put  his personal  

desi res  aside i f  the f a m i l y  has o ther  e x p e c t a t io n s  o f  him/  

h e r .^  This is e x e m p l i f i e d  in the t r a i n i n g  and educa t ion  

given to the sons and nephews o f  General  Vang Pao. Vang 

Pao wanted his f a m i l y  to be educated in o rde r  to a id  in  

the development o f  the Hmong autonomous r eg io n  in Laos.

Vang Pao se lec ted  the ca re er s  his f a m i l y  should e n t e r .  He 

sent  his e ld e s t  son,  F r a n c o i s ,  and his nephew, Pau l ,  to 

study law in France.  Van Xue, another  nephew, s tu d i ed  in  

the U . S . ;  his son,  Chong, was sent  to West P o i n t ,  and his  

nephew, Vang Cheng, was se n t  to Hawaii  to study medical  

technology;  none o f  these  i n d i v i d u a l s  f i n i s h e d  his course  

o f  study except  Xue. I n t e r t w i n e d  in the s u b ju ga t i on  o f  the  

i n d i v i d u a l  to the f a m i l y  and respec t  and obedience to 

a u t h o r i t y ,  is  the view the Hmong have o f  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  as 

being m a l le a b le .  The Hmong (1980)  are very much concerned  

about the e f f e c t s  o f  r e l o c a t i o n  on t h e i r  e l d e r l y  as f a r  

as t h e i r  los ing  s t a t u s  and a sense o f  t h e i r  i n d i v i d u a l  

ro le s  and va lues.  The Hmong do not f e e l  as concerned about  

the adjustments which must be made by the c h i l d r e n  and young 

a d u l t s .  They see the c h i l d r e n  as being ab le  to a d j u s t  to 

any changes w i t h o u t  any r e a l  problems.  This can be seen 

in the above example o f  Vang Pao's f a m i l y  where the young
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were sent  a l l  over  the wor ld  to s tudy ,  and were expected to 

be able to a d ju s t  from l i f e  in  the h i l l s  of  Laos to l i f e  in  

France or the U.S.  U n f o r t u n a t e l y ,  some o f  them did not  

make the adjustments e a s i l y  and have s u f f e r e d  pe rs o n a l l y  

because o f  i t .  The s tudents  in Missoula  are expected to 

go to school a l l  day,  whether  i t  is  day-care  or high 

school ,  and then r e t u r n  home a t  n i g h t  to a t r a d i t i o n a l  

household w i th ou t  c o n f l i c t s  between the two c u l t u r e s .  

(Cherpao 6 / 2 0 / 8 0 ) .  The more f l u e n t  s tudents  help wi th  

evening ESL classes'  as v o l u n t e e r s  w i t h  o t h e r  students and 

pa ren ts .  I t  is assumed t h a t  the s tudents  do not need to be 

given t ime and encouragement to study hard (Bessac,

Personal Communicat ion) .  Aga in ,  i f  they are lu cky ,  they  

w i l l  do a l r i g h t  and i f  they are n o t ,  s tudy ing w i l l  not h e lp .

The Hmong's very  p o s i t i v e  a t t i t u d e  toward educat ion  

is  r e f l e c t e d  in the progress achieved and e f f o r t s  extended  

by the Hmong students  in  schoo l -  The Hmong have been s e l f -  

conscious about t h e i r  l a c k  o f  books and have made up f o r  i t  

wherever the s i t u a t i o n  p resented  i t s e l f ,  or  they have 

expla ined the absence through var ious  f o l k  t a l e s .  One 

reason f o r  not  having books i s  t h a t  some th ings lose t h e i r  

magic by being w r i t t e n  down. In comparing themselves to  

the Chinese,  who have books,  the Hmong o f  Szechwan said  

they can count th ings from memory which is  ma g i c a l l y  more 

powerful  (Graham 1 9 5 4 : 1 1 5 ) .  The Iu Mien recognize the 

s u p e r i o r i t y  o f  the Hmong even though they do not have 

books l i k e  the Iu Mien,  because the Hmong have sent  t h e i r



35

ch i l d r e n  to school  and have l earned i m p o r t a n t  f o r e i g n  

languages (Kandre 1 9 6 7 : 6 2 1 ) .  One t a l e  r e l a t e d  by Lar teguy  

and Yang Dao t e l l s  o f  the Hmong being chased by a Chinese 

emperor.  The Hmong came upon a r i v e r  and had to choose 

between c a r r y i n g  t h e i r  weapons or t h e i r  books across the 

r i v e r .  They choose the weapons which is  why they have no 

books today ( 1 9 5 4 : 4 5 ) .  Magical  in fe r en c es  appear  in a 

s tory  in which the Hmong ate  a book w i th  r i c e .  In th is  

way they absorbed the knowledge which is  b e t t e r  than 

reading i t  (Geddes 1 9 7 6 : 2 0 ) .  This a t t i t u d e  may be r e l a t e d  

to the Chinese p r a c t i c e  o f  using w r i t i n g  f o r  m ed i c i na l  

purposes by d r i n k i n g  a tea  mixed wi th r e l i g i o u s  sayings  

on b i t s  of  paper .

The Hmong view an educa t ion and being ab le  to read  

as a g r ea t  source o f  power f o r  the i n d i v i d u a l  and f o r  the 

Hmong as a pe op le .  One s t o r y  to ld  in China by Hmong is  

about S ta r  G i r l ,  one o f  the Seven S i s t e r s  ( o f  the Big 

Dipper)  who has a son by a Hmong orphan whom she b e f r i e n d e d .  

This son r e c e iv e d  high rank through the Chinese examina t ion  

system but was ta u n t e d  because he was p a r t  Hmong. He 

r e t a l i a t e d  by using his  knowledge of  read ing to t r a v e l  up 

to the sky to f i n d  h is  mother (Graham 1 9 5 4 : 2 5 0 - 2 ) .

In v iewing ed u ca t i o n  as a source o f  power,  the Hmong 

also see i t  as a f i n i t e  th ing  which can be l e a rn ed  in t o t a l  

and taken back f o r  the b e n e f i t  of  the Hmong. One s t o r y  t e l l s  

o f  a t i g e r  f a t h e r  ( g h o s t )  who helped his orphaned son by 

kidnapping tea ch er s  and ta k i n g  them to his son.  A f t e r  they
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taught  him a l l  they knew they were se t  f r e e .  The son then 

has a l l  the knowledge ( S . L .  Bessac 6 / 2 0 / 8 0 ) .

The Hmong f i r s t  came to the U.S.  w i t h  the idea o f  

g e t t i n g  an ed u ca t i o n  and r e t u r n i n g  to take over  Laos and 

Southeast  Asia (H a l p e r n  and Kunstad te r  1 9 6 2 : 2 4 2 ) .  Due 

to the d e t e r i o r a t i n g  c o n d i t io n s  in  Laos,  the Hmong in'  

Missoula have come to r e a l i z e  t h a t  they cannot  go back.

They have turned t h e i r  a t t e n t i o n s  to making a l i f e  f o r  

themselves h e re ,  which a lso r e q u i r e s  an ed u c a t i o n .  In  

adapt ing t h e i r  goals  to the U . S . ,  the Hmong want to become 

American c i t i z e n s ,  but  they want to remain Hmong a t  the same 

t i m e . |  As a pe op le ,  the Hmong have s u rv iv e d  the c e n t u r i e s  

of  l i v i n g  in p l u r a l i s t i c  s o c i e t i e s  and they expect  the same 

in  the Uni ted S t a t e s .  T h e i r  goal is  not  to be a s s i m i l a t e d ,  

but to be both American and Hmong (Duncan 198 0 ) .  As a 

means to reach these ends,  the Hmong want  to r e t a i n  t h e i r  

form of  the f a m i l y .  They want to l i v e  near each o t h e r ,  

brothers near each o t h e r  and sons near t h e i r  parents  

(Duncan 1980) .  To m a i n t a i n  t h e i r  r e l i g i o n ,  the Hmong want  

to bu i ld  a c u l t u r e  c e n te r  where any Hmong may go to hold  

i n d iv id u a l  or community ceremonies.  They want to r e t a i n  

t h e i r  language.  Cherpao s t a te d  t h a t  the o l d e r  Hmong must  

speak Hmong to i n s u r e  i tS' s u r v i v a l  (Cherpao 6 / 2 0 / 8 0 ) .  In  

mainta in ing  the l a r g e  extended f a m i l y  o f  the Hmong, and 

the Hmong language ,  they need to keep themselves sep ar a t e  

from other  Americans and marry amongst themselves ,  which  

is the case about  n i n e t y - n i n e  percen t  o f  the t ime now 

(Cherpao 6 / 2 0 / 8 0 ) .  In  order  to suppor t  the extended
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f a m i l y ,  the Hmong are going to need good j o b s ,  and to get  

good jobs they need an ed uca t io n .  The Hmong are we l l  

aware of  t h i s  and emphasize the ne c e s s i t y  f o r  the young,  

e s p e c i a l l y  young men, to get  an educa t ion so t h a t  they  

w i l l  be able  to suppor t  t h e i r  f a m i l i e s  l a t e r  on. "Most of

us want our own fa rms ,  but  we c a n ' t ;  no money to buy land

or equipment .  Those w i t h  b e t t e r  educa t ions  w i l l  be able  

to get  a job more l i k e l y  than those who do not  speak

Engl ish" (Cherpao Unpubl ished M a n u s c r i p t ) .

The Hmong name f o r  themselves means ' f r e e '  and t h a t
v,

is the way they see themselves ,  f r e e  and in dependent  o f  

other  peop les .  Because of  the Indochina War the Hmong 

found themselves d i v id e d  as a people and d e p r iv e d  o f  t h e i r  

homes and l i v e l i h o o d s .  Upon e n te r in g  the U.S .  they have 

rece ived f i n a n c i a l  a s s i s t a n c e .  This bo thers  them g r e a t l y  

and adds f u r t h e r  to t h e i r  de s i r e  f o r  an e d u c a t io n  as a 

means f o r  a t t a i n i n g  power and s t a t u s ,  and f o r  f r e e i n g  

themselves from the auspices o f  the American w e l f a r e  system.

"The Hmong know w e l f a r e  a s s i s ta n ce  i s  
not good to be on but  there  is  no choice  f o r  
d a i l y  s u r v i v a l .  By the t ime people have had 
an o p p o r t u n i t y  to l e a r n  Engl ish f o r  a b e t t e r  
communicat ion r e l a t i o n s h i p  and a new t r a d e  to 
a s s i s t  them in  adapt ing  to a new s o c i e t y ,  they  
w i l l  no lo nge r  need p u b l i c  a s s i s t a n c e . . .We 
have been degraded on p u b l i c  as s i s ta n ce "
(Cherpao Unpubl ished M a n u s cr ip t ) .

|  In summation,  an ex a c t  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  the Hmong, e i t h e r  

h i s t o r i c a l l y  or  c u l t u r a l l y ,  i s  not p o ss ib le  due to an 

absence o f  complete accounts on the Hmong, t h e i r  own 

n o n - l i t e r a c y ,  t h e i r  va ry ing  subgroup ex pe r i en ce s  and t h e i r
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sense of  secrecy .  The Hmong are composed of  many d i f f e r e n t  

subgroups,  but  p r e f e r  to p resent  a u n i f i e d ,  homogeneous 

impression to the p u b l i c .  Thus, much o f  the i n f o r m a t i o n  

gained on the Hmong must be i n f e r r e d  from t a l e s ,  s c a t t e r e d  

h i s t o r i e s  and pas t  c o n t a c t s .  Though the Hmong have main­

ta ined  t h e i r  e t h n i c  i d e n t i t y ,  t h e i r  c u l t u r e  has changed 

and adapted through t i m e ,  sometimes r a d i c a l l y ,  as in  the  

l a s t  f o r t y  y e a r s .  In  s p i t e  o f  the years o f  change and 

adjustments c e r t a i n  t rends can be d e l in e a t e d  from the  

h i s t o r y  and c u l t u r e  o f  the Hmong which r e f l e c t  and i n f l u e n c e  

t h e i r  pe rcep t ions  o f  e d u c a t i o n .  Many o f  these t rends'  

demonstrate Hmong a c c u l t u r a t i o n  to c e r t a i n  aspects o f  the 

other  c u l t u r e s  w i t h  which they have been in c o n t a c t .

Hmong va lues s t r e s s  ; resp ec t  f o r  e l d e r s ,  male dominance,  

obedience and the good of  the group over  the i n d i v i d u a l .

In the classroom the Hmong s tudent  may not admit  to not  

understanding something,  ou t  o f  respect  to the te a c h e r .

I f  the s tudent  has persona l  goals these must be put  second 

to the goals o f  h i s  f a m i l y .  Many Hmong s tudents  spend 

t h e i r  evenings h e lp in g  o t h e r  Hmong w i th  Eng l ish  or  he lp ing  

new a r r i v a l s  ge t  s e t t l e d .  T h e i r  s tudies  are put  as ide  

u n t i l  the needs o f  o th er s  are seen to .  This r e l a t e s  to 

the Hmong concept  o f  luck in  which the lucky one w i l l  

succeed and the unlucky one w i l l  no t ,  no m a t t e r  what .  Hmong 

students who f i n d  t h e i r  s t ud ie s  hard may not s tudy as they  

assume i t  i s  beyond them. I n s te a d ,  they co nc e n t r a t e  on 

things they can do. Some o f  the complacent a t t i t u d e  may
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stem from the Buddhis t  r e l i g i o u s  schoo ls .  The s tudent  

may also be a f f e c t e d  by the Hmong a t t i t u d e  of  c h i l d  

m a l l e a b i l i t y .  S tudents  are moved from one task to an o t h er  

as the f a m i l y  needs them wi th  the assumption t h a t  the  

ch i l d r e n  are capable  o f  a d j u s t i n g  to any new c o n d i t i o n . / '

Hmong s t u d e n ts '  exper ience  w i th  formal  ed u c a t i o n ,  such 

as under the Buddh is ts ,  the Lao and the French,  emphasized  

memorizat ion and r e c i t a t i o n  r a t h e r  than understand ing .

These study ha b i ts  may be p res ent  in the Missoula Hmong.

In camps the p r i c e  o f  Eng l ish  language lessons excluded  

many from le a r n i n g  any Eng l ish  be fore  a r r i v i n g  in M is s o u l a ,  

though some did p a r t i c i p a t e  in  the Thai  schools se t  up in  

the camps. Because o f  the na ture  o f  t h e i r  f l i g h t  from 

Laos many Hmong s u f f e r e d  from ph ys ica l  s ide e f f e c t s  o f  the  

war such as wounds; d iseases i n c l u d i n g  m a l a r i a ,  t u b e r c u l o s i s  

and m a l n u t r i t i o n ;  as we l l  as emot ional  problems from the  

trauma o f  the war and the overwhelming problems of  

adjustment  to l i f e  in  the U.S.  A l l  o f  these may a f f e c t  

the l e a rn in g  progress o f  the s t u d e n ts .

|  Educat ion has been h i g h l y  va lued by the Hmong. I t  

has been seen as a means o f  a c q u i r i n g  power and s t a t u s ,  

and of  r e v i t a l i z i n g  t h e i r  c u l t u r e .  The Hmong came to the  

U.S. because the war made i t  impossib le  f o r  them to s u r v i v e  

in Laos. Educat ion was seen as a means o f  r e tu r n in g  to  

Laos, but now i t  i s  seen as a means o f  p rov id ing  the c a p i t a l  

and s e c u r i t y  needed to r e t a i n  the Hmong way of  l i f e  in  the  

United S t a t e s . ^



CHAPTER 3 -  Missoula High Schools

The reac t ion  of  the Missoula school system to the 

presence of  Lao Hmong re fugees plays a v i t a l  r o le  in the 

a c c u l t u r a t i o n  processes o f  the Hmong and the degree of  

Hmong a s s im i l a t io n  i n t o  American s o c ie t y .  This chapter  

emphasizes the Missoula p u b l i c  high schools and the a d j u s t ­

ments made by t h e i r  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n s  to the i n f l u x  of  non-  

Engl ish speaking students  i n t o  the school system. The 

refugees are not a f f e c t e d  s o l e l y  by the conscious e f f o r t s  of  

the ad m in is t ra t i o n  to b r ing  the refugees i n t o  the mainstream 

of  the schools,  but  a lso  by the o r g a n iz a t i o n  of  the schoo ls ,  

i n d iv id u a l  p e r s o n a l i t i e s  and soc ia l  a t t i t u d e s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  

of  th is  era in the Un i ted  S ta tes  and in Missou la .

Missoula c i t y  schools f a l l  under the j u r i s d i c t i o n  o f  two 

d i f f e r e n t  boards o f  t r u s t e e s ;  one board administers  schools  

conta in ing grades k i n d e r g a r t e n  through e i g h t  and the o ther  

administers  the high schoo ls ,  grades nine through twelve on 

a county-wide bas is .  This  dual system a f f e c t s  the co o r d in a t io n  

of  p o l i c i e s  and programs and t h e i r  funding.  The school systems 

apply separa te ly  f o r  funds from l o c a l ,  s t a te  and f e d e r a l  

sources.  For in s ta n c e ,  t h i s  spr ing (1980)  the grade schools '  

m i l l  levy was voted on a t  a d i f f e r e n t  e l e c t i o n  than the funding  

of the high schools.  At  an Asian Refugee Workshop, sponsored

40
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by the Western Montana Teacher Center  in May, 1980,  the lack of  

funding f o r  re fugee programs was discussed.  A s t a t e  o f f i c e  to 

gain funds was sought ,  but the s t a t e  r e a c t i o n ,  presented by 

v i s i t i n g  s t a t e  o f f i c i a l s ,  was t h a t  the Missoula  refugee  

s i t u a t i o n  was a l o c a l ,  not a s t a te  problem and,  as such,  the 

funding should be from local  sources or f e d e r a l  g r an ts .

A p a r t  o f  the local  problem in apply ing f o r  funds was 

the planning o f  programs fo r  the re fugees.  The a d m in is t ra t i o n s  

did not know how many or when refugees would a r r i v e  u n t i l  

they were a l re ad y  here.  The year  1980 brought  a g r e a t  i n f l u x  

of  refugees.  Three hundred and f i f t y - e i g h t  Hmong and s i x t y -  

e i g h t  Vietnamese have a r r i v e d  in Missoula s ince  November, 1979 

(Cherpao,  6 / 2 0 / 8 0 ) .  The r e l i e f  agencies h e s i t a t e d  in informing  

the schools o f  the l a r ge  numbers expected because they were 

not c e r t a i n  i f  the refugees could leave the camps in Thai land  

and they h e s i t a t e d  to f r i g h t e n  the a d m i n i s t r a t i o n s  ( S .L .  Bessac 

Personal Communication 1 980 .) As a r e s u l t  the a d m in is t r a to r s  

have been slow in responding in developing programs and 

procedures f o r  dea l ing wi th  the non-Engl ish speaking students.  

This absence o f  d e t a i l  on refugee a r r i v a l s  is  combined wi th a 

f e a r  of  being accused of  d i s c r im in a t io n  e i t h e r  f o r  or  aga inst  

the Hmong. This in turn is caused by and a f f e c t s  community 

pre jud ice  ag a in s t  the re fugees.  These f a c t o r s  have created  

ambiguous placement ,  ev a l u a t i o n  and processing procedures fo r  

the Hmong students throughout  t h e i r  high school c a r e e r .

Adding to these d i f f i c u l t i e s  is a poor communicat ion network 

among the a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  personnel and the teachers  as to
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what is  expected of  them and o f  the students  ( I n t e r v i e w s :

A p r i l  14,  15,  29,  1980,  May 1 ,  19 80 ) .

O r g an iz a t io n  and P o l i c i e s

The Missoula County High School A d m i n i s t r a t i o n  governs 

the two local  publ i c  high schools and a t h i r d  high school to 

open in the f a l l  o f  1980,  as we l l  as one f a r t h e r  away 

in the country .  Grade school and high school systems in 

Missoula  employ t h e i r  own s u p e r i n t e n d e n t s ,  as wel l  as separate  

p e rs o n n e l ,  budget ing,  i n s t r u c t i o n a l  m a t e r i a l s  and curr icu lum  

o f f i c e r s .  Beneath these o f f i c e s  are the i n d i v i d u a l  schools  

under the d i r e c t i o n  o f  a p r i n c i p a l ,  v i c e - p r i n c i p a l  and t h e i r  

s t a f f .  The chain o f  command w i t h i n  the high schoo ls ,  as i t  

p e r t a i n s  to in f o rm at io n  about  the r e f u ge e s ,  fo l l o w s  from the 

su p er in te n d en t  to the i n s t r u c t i o n a l  m a t e r i a l s  o f f i c e r ,  where 

the major  decis ions are made, to the E n g l is h - as -a -S ec on d-  

Language (ESL) t e ac h er s ,  p r i n c i p a l s  and counse lo rs .  When 

necessary ,  the teachers are informed of  new p o l i c i e s  or  

changes and the students may be to l d  as w e l l .

Ten schools w i t h i n  D i s t r i c t  I ,  grades k i n d e r g a r t e n  through  

e i g h t ,  have Indochinese re fugee  s t ud e nt s ,  the m a j o r i t y  of  them 

Hmong. As of  January 2,  1980 ,  one hundred fo u r  refugees were 

e n r o l l e d  in D i s t r i c t  I ,  o f  whom seventy- two were involved  

in  the D i s t r i c t  I ESL program. By May, 1980,  e ig h t y - t w o  

students  p a r t i c i p a t e d  in  the D i s t r i c t  I ESL program. There  

are a d d i t i o n a l  students in se ve ra l  o f  the o u t l y i n g  schools 

which are not inc luded in  these f i g u r e s .  The high schools
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e n r o l l e d  e i g h t y - t h r e e  Hmong s t u d e n t s ,  only th ree  of  whom 

were exempted from the ESL program.  The high school e n ro l lm en t  

of  refugees rose by twenty s tudents  between February ,  1980 

and May, 1980.

H i s t o r i c a l l y , the Montana high schools have se t  as t h e i r  

o b j e c t i v e  the product ion of  good American c i t i z e n s .  Sec t ion  70 

of  the Rules and Regulat ions o f  the Missoula  Pub l ic  S c h o o ls , 

D i s t r i c t  I ,  Missoula County,  19̂ 11 reads:

I t  s h a l l  be the duty o f  a l l  teachers to 
endeavor to impress on the minds o f  t h e i r  pup i l s  
the p r i n c i p l e s  o f  m o r a l i t y ,  t r u t h ,  j u s t i c e  and 
p a t r i o t i s m ;  to teach them to avoid  i d l e n e s s ,  
p r o f a n i t y  and fa lse ho od ,  and to i n s t r u c t  them 
in the p r i n c i p l e s  o f  a f r e e  government ,  and to 
t r a i n  them up to a t rue  comprehension o f  the 
r i g h t s ,  du t ie s  and d i g n i t y  o f  American c i t i z e n ­
ship ( R&RMPS 1 9 1 1 : 1 1 ) .

This supports the fu nc t i on  o f  the ed uc a t i o n a l  system of  a

n a t i o n - s t a t e  as s t a te d  p r e v i o u s l y  in Chapter  I .

The goals o f  the Missoula County High Schools a t  the

present  t ime are to:

. . . p r o d u c e  a happy, e f f i c i e n t  and informed  
c i t i z e n r y ,  lo y a l  to the ideas  o f  democracy,  as 
able and w i l l i n g  to bear the i n h e r e n t  r e s p o n s i b i l ­
i t i e s  as they are eager to share i t s  b less ings  
( Rules and Regulat ions o f  M issou la  County High 
S ch o o l s , 1 9 7 8 : 2 ) .

"We must p rov ide  a dynamic e d u c a t io n a l  program so t h a t  the rea l

purpose o f  e d u ca t i o n ,  the p r o t e c t i o n  and promot ion o f  the

w e l l - b e i n g  o f  t h is  community and o f  Amer ican,  may be achieved"

( R&R OF MCHS 1 9 7 8 : 3 ) .  The success o f  t h i s  goal r e q u i r e s  t h a t

the students be supp l ied  w i th  ba s ic  s k i l l s ,  s o c i a l  understandings

and s k i l l s ,  and exper iences in  c r e a t i v e  express ion  ( R&R o f  MCHS

1 9 7 8 : 5 - 7 ) .
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The immediate o b j e c t i v e  o f  the a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  personnel  

in ac h i ev in g  the long range goal above i s  to get  the refugees  

who do not  speak Engl ish to do so.  To do t h i s  they mainstream 

the re fugee  students as soon as p o s s i b l e .  This means the  

Hmong are put  i n t o  the r e g u l a r  c u r r i c u lu m  classes w i th  the 

r e s t  o f  the s t ud e nt s .  The premise behind mainstreaming is  

t h a t  the sooner  and the more the Hmong are around American 

students  the f a s t e r  they can p ro g re ss .  Teachers es t imat e  t h a t  

i t  takes the grade school s tudents  one and a h a l f  to two years  

to become f l u e n t  in Eng l ish.  I t  takes  o l d e r  s tudents longer ;  

the o l d e r  they are the longer  i t  t a k e s .  Only th ree  Hmong 

s tudents  have acqui red enough Eng l ish  to take core Engl ish  

classes i n s t e a d  o f  ESL and they have been in  the Uni ted  

States  f o r  a t  l e a s t  four  ye ar s .

The teac he rs  in te r v i e w ed  did not  know what the goals of  

the a d m i n i s t r a t o r s  were f o r  the Hmong. When quest ioned  

about the p o l i c y  of  mainstreaming the s t u d e n t s ,  the teachers  

g e n e r a l l y  agreed t h a t  mainstreaming is  a good idea once the 

Hmong knew enough Engl ish to keep up w i t h  the r e s t  o f  the 

s t ude nts .  They thought  t h a t  mains treaming Hmong when they did  

not  speak E ng l is h  was not doing them any good and might  in 

f a c t  cause emot ional  problems.  The Hmong need a more 

pro te c t ed  envi ronment  on a r r i v a l  in the Un i t ed  S t a t e s .  Only 

i f  the Hmong ge t  a g r e a t  amount o f  i n d i v i d u a l  a t t e n t i o n  w i l l  

t h e i r  mainstream placement be s a t i s f a c t o r y .  Under p resent  

cond i t i on s  t h e r e  does not seem to be any r e t e n t i o n  of  the 

m a t e r i a l  p resen ted  in  class ( I n t e r v i e w :  May 2 ,  12,  1980 ) .
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One teacher  ex p la ined  t h a t  she a l lowed the Hmong to take the

t e s t s  home to work on and then would r e g i v e  them in c la ss .

The Hmong could not pass the t e s ts  the second t ime around.

The a d m i n i s t r a t o r s 1 suppor t  o f  mains treaming is  r e f l e c t e d  

in the oppo s i t ion  to employing b i l i n g u a l  a ides  f o r  the ESL 

t e a c h e r s .  Par t  of  the reason f o r  the absence o f  b i l i n g u a l  

a ides  i s  the lack  o f  g r a n t  money, but  the major  f a c t o r  is the 

a t t i t u d e  of  the a d m i n i s t r a t i o n .  The a d m i n i s t r a t o r s  fe e l  t h a t  

a b i l i n g u a l  aide would on ly  be useful  to he lp w i th  b i c u l t u r a l  

c lass i n s t r u c t i o n ,  not  w i t h  the i n i t i a l  t e ac h in g  of  Eng l ish .  

T h e i r  op in ion  is  t h a t  they p r e f e r  to make the Hmong p r o f i c i e n t

in Eng l ish  as soon as p o s s i b l e  which can best  be done through

mainstreaming ( I n t e r v i e w :  A p r i l  11,  14,  15 and March 19,  1980) .  

The a d m i n i s t r a t i o n  f o r  D i s t r i c t  I s t a t e d  t h a t  i f  they were to 

h i r e  a b i 1 ingual  a ide he /she must be p r o f i c i e n t  in Vietnamese,  

Hmong and Chinese,  and having teaching c r e d e n t i a l s .  The 

o f f i c i a l s  o f  D i s t r i c t  I are convinced t h a t  no one in  Missoula  

would q u a l i f y .  The D i s t r i c t  I ESL t e a c h e r  vo iced these same 

o p i n i o n s ,  adding t h a t  he did not  need any he lp  in  teaching  

E n g l i s h .  Two months a f t e r  express ing  the above views the 

D i s t r i c t  I ESL teacher  was suddenly adament about h i r i n g

b i l i n g u a l  a ides .  His change in  a t t i t u d e  was a p p ar en t l y  brought
)

on by a tour  o f  the Spokane,  Washington school  system which 

employs b i l i n g u a l  a ides .

Spokane, Washington schools are under one a d m i n i s t r a t i o n  

f o r  a l l  grades,  k i n d e r g a r t e n  through t w e lv e .  Refugees are  

p laced  in assessment cen te rs  f o r  s ix  weeks where they re ce ive



4 6

an o r i e n t a t i o n  toward school be hav io r  and are given enough 

Engl ish to surv ive  basic  i n s t r u c t i o n s  in school .  These 

assessment centers  are v a l u a b l e  because many of  the Hmong have 

never  been to school and are not on ly  u n f a m i l i a r  w i th  E ng l is h ,  

but wi th the expected behav io r  p a t t e r n s  o f  s tudents and t e a c h e r s ,  

as we l l  as the fundamentals o f  ho ld ing  a pen and the concepts  

behind w r i t i n g .  B i l i n g u a l  a ides  are used in the assessment  

centers  and in  the ESL program as needed w i t h  s p e c i f i c  

i n d i v i d u a l s .  Before e n t e r i n g  r e g u l a r  schools the teachers  

are given f u l l  p s y c h o l o g i c a l ,  emot ional  and educa t iona l  

r ep o r t s  on each s tudent  so t h a t  they know what to expect  and 

how the s tudent  was placed in  t h e i r  c lasses ( I n t e r v i e w :

March 19,  1980 ) .

Another reason why Missoula  schools w i l l  not h i r e  

b i l i n g u a l  aides is t h a t  the Montana S t a t e  B i l i n g u a l  

Coord ina tor  ( I n t e r v i e w :  Helena 4 / 4 / 8 0 )  s t a t e s  t h a t  the law 

r eq u i r e s  more than f o r t y  p e rc en t  o f  the students  to be non- 

Engl ish speaking before a b i l i n g u a l  program can be in c l ud ed ,  

and t h a t  a l l  the a v a i l a b l e  funds are put  i n t o  a program on 

the Crow r e s e r v a t i o n .  M is sou l ia ns  have not  d is t i n g u i s h e d  

between h i r i n g  b i l i n g u a l  a ides f o r  the teachers and developing  

a b i 1 i n g u a l - b i c u l t u r a l  program.

PIacement

One of  the co nt inu ing  concerns surrounding the Hmong is the  

placement  o f  non-Engl ish speaking (NES) students  in t o  grades 

and c lasses .  In grades k i n d e r g a r t e n  to e i g h t ,  students are



r e g u l a r  c lasses wi th  t h i r t y  minutes a day fo r  

T i t l e !  t e a c h e r s ,  i f  they are a v a i l a b l e ,  and 

S»nuxes every o t h e r  day wi th an ESL te a c h e r .  The actual  

apSfc. o f  the students  is done by the school counselor

p r i n c i p a l .  U n t i l  A p r i l ,  1980,  a so c i a l  worker  

b u t ,  as o f  t h a t  d a te ,  the p o s i t i o n  was d i sco nt inued .  

J|j$feTe, Hmong students are placed i n t o  classes wi th  a t

o t h e r ,  but  not  more than two or t h r e e ,  Hmong, so t h a t  

:3§§feer can handle the load and the newcomer has someone 

’iigjjlf to a s s o c i a t e .  An a t tempt  is made to place the Hmong 

JStinto a c lass near h i s / h e r  own age.  I f  the s tudent  is  

•■afflfeugh in s i z e ,  then placement may be made i n t o  a lower  

W i t h o u t  a t t r a c t i n g  too much a t t e n t i o n  from the o ther  

The Hmong w i l l  remain in the lower  l e v e l  class  

has l ea rned  enough Engl ish to be placed wi th  

mates ( I n t e r v i e w :  3 / 2 1 / 8 0 ) .

high school l e v e l ,  new Hmong s tudents  are placed  

e d u c a t i o n ,  home economics,  shop and a r t  classes  

l e a r n  enough Engl ish to move i n t o  mathemat ics,  

s i ^ h i  s t o r y  and government,  and sc ience  c la ss es .  They 

i ^ a c e d  i n t o  one or two ESL c lasses and a reading class  

U p w :  2 / 2 4 - 3 / 2 3 ,  1980) .

sltehigh schools have changed t h e i r  placement  procedures
' 4

y e a r .  Through the w i n t e r ,  any new refugee  

p laced  i n t o  classes as soon as he a r r i v e A s  

began a r r i v i n g  in l a r ge  numbers from January / through  

p o l i c y  changed a t  both high schoo ls .  At or.c, the
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students  are placed in t o  c lasses only  a t  the beginning o f  the

q u a r t e r .  At  the second high school they are not  admi t ted

u n t i l  the beginning o f  the semester ,  which i s  f a l l ,  1980.  In 

the meantime they are e n r o l l e d  in one or two ESL classes and a

read ing c l a s s .  The Hmong who a r r i v e d  in March or  l a t e r  are

placed only  in  ESL c la ss es .  The teachers  f a v o r  t h i s  p r a c t i c e  

because i t  does not d i s r u p t  t h e i r  t e ach ing  schedule  and i t  

f i t s  wi th  the p o l i c y  fo l low ed  f o r  r e g u l a r  s t u d e n t s .

Many o f  the refugees placed in high school  are  several  

years o l d e r  than t h e i r  c lassmates.  The age l i m i t  f o r  admi t ­

tance i n t o  high school is twenty-one but the Missou la  p r i n c i p a l s  

have a l lowed i n t o  high school any refugee who r e a l l y  wants to 

be t h e r e .  Severa l  o f  the Hmong students are in  t h e i r  e a r ly  

tw ent ies  and one is  in his l a t e  t w e n t i e s .  Some of  the Hmong 

have had from s ix  to twelve years  of  school  in  Laos,  wh i le  

more r e c e n t  a r r i v a l s  have had very l i t t l e ,  f rom none,  to a few 

months,  to th re e  ye ar s .  Examples o f  these s tude nts  can be 

found in  the high schools placed upon a r r i v a l  i n t o  grades 

as high as e le ve n t h  grade.  Students w i th  an e d u c a t i o n a l  back­

ground are a l lowed a t  one high school to have waived c r e d i t  

requ i rements  which correspond w i th  c lasses taken in Southeast  

Asia .  With t h i s  e x c e p t i o n ,  the Hmo(ng are expec ted  to complete 

the same g r a d u a t io n  requi rements as the r e s t  o f  the students .

There are  several  problems w i th  these p lacement  procedures:  

f i r s t  and fo remost  is  the Hmong's lack o f  E n g l is h  s k i l l s ;  

second,  the processing o f  the Hmong a f t e r  they are p laced ;  and 

t h i r d ,  the ambigui ty  o f  the processing procedures fo l l o w i n g
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placement .  Two teachers i n t e r v i e w e d  were very angry w i t h  the  

presence of  refugees in t h e i r  c l a s s e s .  They had rece ive d  no 

warning (as had no one e l s e )  t h a t  they were r e c e iv in g  re fugee  

students and then found t h a t  the s tudents  did not speak nor  

understand E ng l is h .  The high school  teachers  are p a r t i c u l a r l y  

concerned because the Hmong cannot  make up the background 

i n fo r m a t i o n  expected of  the American s tudents .  In such 

classes as shop, the teachers are a f r a i d  o f  accidents because  

the students do not understand the d i r e c t i o n s  and p r ec aut ion s  

presented about the machinery .  This  places a g r e a t  burden 

on the teacher  who has twenty to t h i r t y  o t her  students  

r e q u i r i n g  a t t e n t i o n .

The teachers do not know how to e v a lu a te  the refugees  

as the Hmong are unable to complete much, i f  any,  o f  the w r i t t e n  

work expected o f  the American s t u d e n t s .  The teachers fe e l  

f r u s t r a t e d  a t  f a i l i n g  s tudents  who t r y ,  but they do not f e e l  

j u s t i f i e d  in passing them when they have not met a l l  o f  the 

class requ i rements .  One t e a c h e r  sa id  t h a t  she was t o l d  to 

pass the Hmong because they had completed her class but  

she sa id t h a t  they had done no paper  work and she knew t h a t  

they had no understanding o f  what  had been discussed.  These 

students were to be passed on to the in t e r m e d ia t e  l e v e l  o f  t h a t  

su b je c t  the f o l l o w i n g  q u a r t e r .

The teachers comment t h a t  they  do not get  to know any of  

the Hmong very w e l l .  They have observed t h a t  the Hmong w i l l  

t r y  anything asked of  them whether  they understand i t  or  not .  

This is in c o n t r a s t  to the a t t i t u d e  o f  wh i te  and Na t ive
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American students who are more r e t i c e n t .  Teachers '  comments 

on the Hmong are t h a t  they a re  very  q u i e t  and do not  ask quest ions  

i n  c l a s s .  When they do ask q u e s t io n s ,  in t h e i r  f r e e  t ime,  

they do not ask 'why'  q u e s t i o n s ,  but ce n te r  around the meaning 

o f  vocabulary  or  the t r u t h  o f  c e r t a i n  i n f o r m a t i o n .  Teachers 

say they can spend l i t t l e  e x t r a  t ime w i th  the Hmong and since  

they do not ask qu e s t io n s ,  t eachers  are not sure how much they  

know or understand.

The ambigui ty  o f  the placement  procedure leads to problems 

in de te rmin ing the t ime and p lace  of  advancement f o r  the Hmong. 

There are no standard t e s t s  f o r  e v a l u a t i n g  non-Engl ish  speaking  

(NES) and i l l i t e r a t e  Hmong. Placements are made on the 

basis  o f  the s t u d e n t ' s  s i z e  and the p o t e n t i a l  c lass load.  The 

ESL teachers are not  cons u l t ed  about the placement  o f  s t ud e nt s ,  

nor i s  the Lao Family Community r e p r e s e n t a t i v e .  The D i s t r i c t  I 

ESL teacher  l i s t e d  se vera l  cases in which he thought  the  

s t ude nt  was having ad jus tment  problems because o f  h i s / h e r  

placement .  He suggested the fo rm at i on  o f  a s t ude nt  e v a l u a t i o n  

committee be se t  up to e v a l u a t e  each s tude nt  which would 

i n c lu d e  the p r i n c i p a l ,  the s o c i a l  worker ,  ESL te a c h e r ,  a 

p s y c h o l o g i s t  and the p a r e n t s .  The high school ESL teachers  

would l i k e  to see standard t e s t s  given to the students  upon 

e n t e r i n g  the school system and,  p e r i o d i c a l l y  t h e r e a f t e r ,  be fore  

they are admit ted i n t o  core c l a s s e s .  Upon admi t tance  in to  

core c la ss es ,  the teachers should be informed as to the 

c a p a b i l i t i e s  and needs o f  the Hmong s t u d e n t .  None o f  the 

t eachers  in te r v i e w ed  knew how the Hmong were placed in t h e i r
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c l a ss es ,  or  even how many there were in  the school or the 

community. Severa l  o f  the teachers had no idea where the  

refugees in t h e i r  c lasses o r i g i n a l l y  came from whether  i t  was 

T h a i l a n d ,  China ,  Cambodia, Vietnam or  Laos.

Programs

To meet t h e i r  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  o f  making e f f e c t i v e  c i t i z e n s  

of  the Hmong, the Missoula County High School a d m i n i s t r a t o r s  

have developed a s e t  of  programs. One program which i s  a v a i l a b l e  

i s  T i t l e  I which prov ides remedial  he lp  to those w i th  reading  

s k i l l s  below f o r t y  percen t  of  the n a t i o n ' s  average .  Where 

these programs are p r e s e n t ,  the school  must a lso demonstrate  

a below average income f o r  f o r t y  p e rc en t  o f  the f a m i l i e s  

w i t h i n  the s c h o o l ' s  at tendance area ( T i t l e  I o f  Elementary  

and Secondary Educat ion Act (ESEA): P u b l i c  Law 8 9 - 1 0 ) .

T i t l e  I t e achers  may work wi th  the s tudents  in smal l  groups 

fo r  one h a l f  hour per  day in the grade schools and f o r  f o r t y -  

f i v e  minutes per  day a t  the high school  l e v e l .  T i t l e  I teachers  

are not supposed to teach E ng l is h ,  but  may help the s tudents  

wi th read ing and understanding t h e i r  c lasswork .  Two high  

school t eachers  r e p o r t e d  t h a t  they a u t o m a t i c a l l y  put  t h e i r  

refugee s t u d e n t s '  work in the mai lbox f o r  the T i t l e  I t each er  

to go over w i t h  the s tudent  because the teachers  do not  have 

t ime to e x p l a i n  i t  to the Hmong.

A T i t l e  I  program is  in e f f e c t  a t  one high school and w i l l  

be a t  the high school opening in the f a l l  o f  1980.  The o t her  

high school does not  have a T i t l e  I program but does have i t s
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own reading program which per forms s i m i l a r  f u n c t i o n s .  T i t l e  I 

t eachers do not  th ink  t h a t  the Hmong should be placed in t h e i r  

programs; in s te ad  they p r e f e r  t h a t  the Hmong should be placed  

in a s e p a r a t e ,  s e l f - c o n t a i n e d  ESL read ing  c l a s s .

Though the refugees have been in  Missoula  s ince 1975,  an 

ESL program has only been in  o p e r a t i o n  in  the high schools  

since October ,  1979,  and in the lower  grades s ince January ,  1980.  

The high schools f i n a l l y  developed t h e i r  program a f t e r  a 

f e d e r a l  government a u d i t  o f  one high school f o r  sex d i s c r i m i n a ­

t i o n  in spor ts  d iscovered t h a t  they had not  made any p r o v is io n  

f o r  the refugees to l e a rn  E n g l i s h .  As a r e s u l t  o f  t h i s  a u d i t ,  

one ESL te ac h er  was h i re d  to teach a l l  high school refugees  

or f o r e i g n  students  E ng l is h .  In o r d e r  to p a r t i c i p a t e ,  the 

students are bussed across town f o r  an hour or two each day;  

as new students  a r r i v e ,  they are p laced i n t o  ongoing c lasses .

As o f  A p r i l ,  1980,  f o r t y  s tudents  were in the beginning c lass .  

Most o f  these were re ce n t  a r r i v a l s  w i t h  so l i t t l e  Engl ish  

exper ience t h a t  much i n d i v i d u a l  t ime w i t h  the teacher  was 

necessary to determine t h e i r  a b i l i t i e s  and re qu i rements .  This  

was demanding when e ighteen of  those s tudents  a r r i v e d  a t  the 

same t ime and space demands exceeded the f a c i l i t i e s .  At the 

t ime th er e  was only one ESL t e a c h e r  to deal  w i th  Hmong and 

Vietnamese students from both high schoo ls .  In a d d i t i o n  to 

the beginning c la s s ,  she had fo u r  o t h e r s ,  ranging from e i g h t  

students in  the advanced class to t h i r t y  in an in t e r m e d ia t e  

l e v e l  c la s s .  S ho r t l y  a f t e r  the March i n f l u x  o f  Hmong, a p a r t -  

t ime te ac h er  and a s tudent  t ea ch er  were h i r e d  f o r  spr ing
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q u a r t e r .  Since th en ,  the teachers  have rece ived  word t h a t  the  

program would be cut  back to one teach er  in the f a l l ,  1980,  

wi th almost a l l  o f  the e i g h t y  pe rc en t  s tudents r e t u r n i n g .  In  

a d d i t i o n  to these s t u d e n t s ,  Hmong w i l l  be expected to e n t e r  

the system throughout  next  y e a r .

D i s t r i c t  I ( K i n d e r g a r t e n  to e i g h t h )  e s t a b l i s h e d  an ESL 

program in January ,  1980 due to the overwhelming numbers o f  

refugees e n t e r i n g  the schoo ls .  Again only  one t e a c h e r  was 

h i r e d .  He teaches more than e ig h t y  s tudents  s c a t t e r e d  among 

seven schools.  He spends about an hour a session w i t h  the  

students in grades f o u r  through e i g h t  who are bussed to a 

common school th ree  days a week. He spends his mornings  

t r a v e l i n g  to each o f  the schools w i th  students in grades from 

k in de rg ar ten  to t h i r d ,  which gives him about two hours or  

l ess a week w i th  each s t u d e n t .  This program has been marked 

to be cut next  ye ar  unless the D i s t r i c t  rece ives  f e d e r a l  

fund ing .  As of  June,  1980,  the D i s t r i c t  is paying f o r  the  

e n t i r e  program and f e e l s  t h a t  i t  i s  d i s c r i m i n a t o r y  to pay f o r  

these kinds o f  s e rv ic e s  f o r  the refugees and not p rov ide  

s i m i l a r  monies f o r  o t h e r  groups o f  c h i l d r e n .  I f  no f e d e r a l  

money is r e c e i v e d ,  the re fugee  students  w i l l  s imply be placed  

i n to  r e g u la r  c lasses  w i th  the hope t h a t  they l e a rn  Eng l ish  

sooner or l a t e r .

Other programs f o r  the refugees inc lud e  t u t o r i n g  s e rv ic e s  

which are o rgan ized  by va r ious  community vo lu n te e r  groups.  One 

high school se t  up a program using honor s tudents to t u t o r  

Hmong students in  mainstream c lass es .  Occ as iona l l y  t u t o r s  are
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used in place o f  the assigned c l a s s ;  however,  i t  shows on the 

t r a n s c r i p t  t h a t  the core c lass  was taken by the Hmong s t u d e n t .

The more advanced Hmong s tudents  spend a g r e a t  p o r t i o n  o f  t h e i r  

t ime tu to r in g  o t her s  w i th  t h e i r  work a t  school and a t  home.

Hmong students a t  the high schools are o r g a n i z e d ,  w i t h  

r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s  e l e c t e d  by them to take t h e i r  problems t o ,  and 

who are to take the s t u d e n ts '  views to the a d m i n i s t r a t i o n .

I n f l u e n c i n g  which programs w i l l  be i n s t i t u t e d  and which
s

w i l l  not is the a d m i n i s t r a t o r s '  f e a r  o f  being accused o f  

d i s c r i m i n a t i o n ,  e i t h e r  f o r  or  a g a i n s t  the Hmong. Except  f o r  

summer classes in  American h i s t o r y  and government o f f e r e d  only  

to the Hmong and Vietnamese r e f u g e e s ,  there are no core courses  

a v a i l a b l e  j u s t  to the Hmong. The a d m i n i s t r a t o r s  are opposed 

to c r ea t in g  s e l f - c o n t a i n e d  c lasses  f o r  the refugees because of  

the fe a r  of  being accused of  f a v o r i t i s m .  They do not  want  to 

make the Hmong or  Vietnamese refugees  appear to be s p e c i a l .

Based on a d o c t o r ' s  suggest ion t h a t  stomach t r o u b le s  appear ing  

in the Hmong were due to s t res s  and nonadjustment to American  

foods,  D i s t r i c t  I p r i n c i p a l s  began o f f e r i n g  r i c e  meals every  

day f o r  the Hmong. The p r i n c i p a l s ,  a f r a i d  of  being accused of  

d i s c r i m i n a t i o n ,  o f f e r e d  the same meal to a l l  s t u d e n ts .  The 

p r i n c i p a l s  r e p o r t  t h a t  a f t e r  about two weeks, the re fugee s  

stopped e a t i n g  r i c e  meals and p r e f e r r e d  the r e g u l a r  lunches .

Related to the problem o f  d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  are the impressions  

of  the a d m i n i s t r a t o r s ,  teachers and students about  the Hmong 

and the r e s u l t i n g  p r e j u d i c e .  The a d m in is t r a t o r s  know very  

l i t t l e  o f  what is  going on in the c lasses and between the
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c o n s i s t e n t l y  r e f e r r e d  the i n t e r v i e w e r  to the ESL t e a c h e r s ,  

the soc ia l  worker  or to the a d m i n i s t r a t o r s  who had r e f e r r e d  

the i n t e r v i e w e r  to them, thus complet ing the c i r c l e .

Both high school a d m i n i s t r a t i o n s  know o f  no problems  

between Hmong and American s t u d e n t s ;  they do not r e p o r t  any 

f r i c t i o n .  One high sc h o o l ' s  a d m i n i s t r a t o r s  and teachers  

considers i t s  s tudents very  open-minded,  which i s  e x e m p l i f i e d  

by the t u t o r i n g  of  Hmong by honor s t u d e n ts .  The p r i n c i p a l s  

f e e l  th a t  t h e i r  programs are f u n c t i o n i n g  smoothly.  Once the 

Hmong le a r n  E ng l i s h ,  and t h a t  i s  on ly  a m at te r  o f  t i m e ,  there  

w i l l  be no d i f f e r e n c e  between the Hmong and American students  

as f a r  as the a d m i n i s t r a t i o n  is  concerned.

None o f  the a d m i n i s t r a t o r s  had much, i f  any,  in f o r m a t i o n  

on Hmong h i s t o r y  and c u l t u r e .  The a d m i n i s t r a t o r s  sa id  they  

l ea rned  by doing.  T h e i r  impress ions o f  the Hmong are t h a t  

they are h a rd -w o rk in g ,  i n d u s t r i o u s  and p o l i t e .  The b e l i e f  is 

t h a t  they w i l l  be a s s i m i l a t e d .  One school p r i n c i p a l  f e l t  t h a t  

they were a l ready  a s s i m i l a t e d ,  as they dress l i k e  Americans,  

ea t  American food and speak E n g l i s h .  Another  p r i n c i p a l  

expected one ge ne ra t i on  to pass be fore  the Hmong are "Amer icanized.  

One high school p r i n c i p a l  d id express doubts as to whether  the  

most re ce n t  i n f l u x  o f  Hmong would ever  be f u l l y  mainstreamed,  

because many are i l l i t e r a t e  and are having a tough t ime l e a r n i n g  

the concepts behind read ing and w r i t i n g  and l e a r n i n g  E ng l is h .

One a d m i n i s t r a t o r  had heard t h a t ,  o f  course,  they would be 

a s s i m i l a t e d  because they do not  have any c u l t u r e  t h a t  they
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would want to r e t a i n .  Regardless o f  the t ime l i m i t  the 

a d m i n i s t r a t o r s  place  on the a s s i m i l a t i o n  o f  the Hmong, they do 

see the Hmong as becoming Americans because of  t h e i r  d e s i r e  to 

ac h ie v e ,  t h e i r  d e t e r m i n a t i o n  and t h e i r  w i l l i n g n e s s  to work.

Teachers o f  the r eq u i r e d  core c lasses  and e l e c t i v e s  saw 

the Hmong in  a d i f f e r e n t  pe rs p e c t i v e  than d id the a d m i n i s t r a t o r s  

Even more than the a d m i n i s t r a t o r s ,  they view the Hmong as 

i n d u s t r i o u s ,  h a rd -w o rk in g ,  q u i e t  and p o l i t e .  The t e a c h e r s ,  

however,  a re q u i t e  upset a t  the lack  o f  Eng l ish  s k i l l s  o f  the 

Hmong and,  f o r  many, t h e i r  lack  o f  l i t e r a c y  in any language  

and lac k  o f  school  ex pe r i en ce .  The teachers  r e a c t  by not  

g iv in g  the Hmong w r i t t e n  assignments,  by l e t t i n g  them take  

t e s t s  home, or  by sending assignments to the read ing t e a c h e r s .

Teachers have been given l i t t l e  i n f o r m a t i o n  on the refugees  

Most o f  what they know they have f e r r e t e d  out  themselves .  One 

high school read ing  teacher  has t r i e d  to p rov ide  some i n fo r m a ­

t i o n  to the t e a c h e r s ,  as has one ESL t e a c h e r ,  but t h i s  m a t e r i a l  

is scant  and can be mis lead ing  because o f  i t s  b r i e f n e s s ,  

p a r t i c u l a r l y  in the area of  c u l t u r a l  d e s c r i p t i o n .  A source o f  

some o f  the misconcept ions about  the Hmong may be a b o o k le t  

put out by the D i s t r i c t  I school system to help ac qua in t  the  

t eachers w i t h  ESL teach ing methods. Th is  conta ins  some in fo r m a­

t i o n  on the Hmong. I t  i nc luded such s tatements  as,  "very  

adaptab le  p e op le ,  always on the move; l e ad er s  determined by 

t h e i r  sex and c lan  -  not  n e c e s s a r i l y  t h e i r  i n t e l l i g e n c e ;  

s e x u a l i t y  -  none between brothers  and s i s t e r s .  No r e s t r i c t i o n s ' *  

on ages f o r  m a r r i a g e .  Can have o l d e r  boy w i th  very young g i r l
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( 1 8 - 1 0 ) .  Be aware o f  t h i s  in a l l  c lasses"  (PASIL 1 9 7 9 : 2 6 ) .

Teachers have seen or  heard o f  few i n c i d e n t s  o f  t r o u b le  

between whi te  and Hmong s t ud e nt s .  They have heard o f  some 

vandal ism of  Hmong b ikes and p roper ty  and some name c a l l i n g .  

Students in  both p r im ar y  and secondary grades have been heard 

to c a l l  the Hmong "Chinks" and " L i t t l e  N i p p i e s " ,  and several  

Hmong students have been beaten by American s t u d e n t s .  Teachers  

also repor ted  comments made by o ther  t eachers  t h a t  the Hmong 

should go back to wherever  they came from; t h a t  they remind 

the teachers o f  the Vietnam war which we (Amer ica )  should not  

have been in v o lv e d  in  in the f i r s t  place and,  t h e r e f o r e ,  should  

not  be he lping the Hmong. Teachers,  as we l l  as o t hers  in 

Missou la ,  are concerned about who is  f i n a n c i n g  the Hmong 

u n t i l  they get  j o b s .  And when they do, whose jobs are they  

g e t t i  ng?

On the whole ,  the teachers  see the Hmong as i s o l a t e d  from 

the other  s tudents  and the people o f  M is sou la .  W i t h i n  some 

classes there are a few students  who w i l l  help the Hmong but  

ot he r  e n t i r e  c lasses  w i l l  not  i n t e r a c t  w i th  them a t  a l l .  The 

teachers es t im ate  t h a t  the refugees understand about  twenty-  

f i v e  to f i f t y  p e r c e n t  o f  what is  said in c l a s s .  The teachers  

emphasize the Hmong's a b i l i t y  to do assignments which do not  

i n vo lv e  any i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of  Eng l ish .  Most o f  the Hmong are 

placed in to  c lasses  i n v o l v i n g  as l i t t l e  read ing and d iscuss ion  

as po ss ib le .  One concerned teacher  in qu i r ed  among her  f e l l o w  

teachers the ways in  which they were he lp ing  the Hmong and 

l ea rned t h a t  they s imp ly  acted as i f  the Hmong were not  t h e r e .
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A teacher  a t  one high school found he had to e x p l a i n  e v e r y th in g  

a t  l e a s t  t w i c e ,  once to the class and once to each Hmong. He 

had t r i e d  to s i m p l i f y  h is  language in his l e c t u r e s  to the c l a s s ,

but t h a t  did not  seem f a i r  to the o th er  s t ud e nt s .  He depends

on the Hmong to ask ques t ions i f  they do not understand .  Of ten  

the Hmong w i l l  not  admi t  to not understanding something out  o f  

respect  to the t e a c h e r .  The teachers t h i n k  the Hmong have much 

to add to the community,  but  because o f  t h e i r  i s o l a t i o n  and 

the u n a v a i l a b i l i t y  o f  work due to the s t a t e  o f  the economy,

the teachers f e a r  t h a t  the Hmong w i l l  c r e a te  t h e i r  own ve rs io n

of  Chinatown.

The p r e j u d i c e  in  Missoula  is  i n c r e a s i n g .  In the schools  

i t  can be seen in the o v e r t  expressions o f  d i s l i k e  f o r  the  

Hmong by s t u d e n t s ,  bu t  i t  is  also p res ent  in the a d m i n i s t r a t o r s  

and the t e a c h e r s ,  though more c o v e r t l y .  Teachers express t h e i r  

disapproval  o f  the Hmong presence in t h e i r  c lasses by i g n o r in g  

them or commenting to o thers  in the schools t h e i r  d i s s a t i s f a c ­

t io n  wi th the Hmong; one teacher  even made her comments to 

her class w i th  a Hmong s tudent  p resent  ( I n t e r v i e w :  5 / 5 / 8 0 ) .

Other teachers and a d m i n i s t r a t o r s  are a lso p r e j u d i c e d ,  but  in  

f avor  o f  the Hmong ( I s a a c s  1958) .  They are impressed w i t h  

the Hmong w i l l i n g n e s s  to work and t h e i r  p o l i t e n e s s .  Adminis ­

t r a t o r s  view the Hmong educa t ion  problems as temporary .

Special  programs are no t  necessary as the Hmong w i l l  work hard  

and lea rn  Eng l ish themselves .  This r e i n f o r c e s  t h e i r  h e s i t a t i o n  

in developing programs which might promote accusa t ions  o f  

d i s c r i m i n a t i o n .
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In response to the d i f f i c u l t i e s  in the schoo ls ,  the  

T i t l e  I teachers a t  one high school and the high school ESL 

t eacher  developed a program proposal  f o r  next  year  (May 15,  

1 9 8 0 ) ,  however,  there  does not  seem to be any funding f o r  i t  or  

support  from the a d m i n i s t r a t i o n .  The o b j e c t i v e s  of  the proposed  

program are to p rov ide  the Hmong w i th  an o r i e n t a t i o n  and needs 

assessment program and to prov ide  s tudents  w i th  an e f f e c t i v e  

Engl ish l e a r n in g  program. The Eng l ish  s k i l l s  should prepare  

the fo re ig n  s tudent  to perform in r e g u l a r  high school c lasses  

to the best  o f  h i s / h e r  a b i l i t y ;  help the s tudent  w i th  problems  

he/she faces in a d j u s t i n g  to a new c u l t u r e ;  prepare the s tu de nt  

f o r  the type of  i n s t r u c t i o n ,  d i s c i p l i n e ,  t e s t i n g ,  e t c . ,  t h a t  

he/she w i l l  encounter in r e g u l a r  c l a s s e s ;  and in t ro du ce  the  

students to the fundamental  v'ocabulary and cur r icu lum o f  

requ i red  high school c la s s e s .

This proposed program inv o l v es  the use o f  b i l i n g u a l  a ides  

to teach s u r v i v a l  Eng l ish  s k i l l s  and community o r i e n t a t i o n ,  

and to make a pr imary  language assessment and i n t e r v i e w .  

A d d i t i o n a l l y ,  an i n t e n s i v e  ESL program is  expected to a l l o w  

the students to be mainstreamed i n t o  mathemat ics,  h i s t o r y  and 

science classes when they have mastered basic  vocabula ry  and
f

concepts r eq u i r e d  f o r  the p a r t i c u l a r  c la s s .  The major  emphasis  

of  th i s  program c a l l s  f o r  a t  l e a s t  one q u a l i f i e d  ESL t e a c h e r  

f o r  each f i f t e e n  s tudents  and one ho ur ly  b i l i n g u a l  aide in  

each NES c l a s s .  The counselors a lso advocate ESL c o o r d i n a t i o n  

of  ESL teachers o f  D i s t r i c t  I ,  the high schools ,  the Vo-Tech  

counselors and the Lao Fami ly Community, I n c . ,  q u a r t e r l y  in
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order  to eva lua te  the program and to assess the needs.

Summary and Conclusions

The goal o f  the M issou la  County High School A d m i n i s t r a t i o n  

i s  to get  the Lao Hmong re fuge e  students i n t o  the mainstream  

o f  the schools as q u i c k l y  as po s s i b le  and to e l i m i n a t e  as 

many s t r u c t u r a l  d i f f e r e n c e s  between the Hmong and the o th er  

s tudents .  The major i n h i b i t i n g  f a c t o r  is  the Hmong's l ack  of  

Engl ish s k i l l s .  To so lve  t h i s  problem an ESL program was 

crea ted  to give the Hmong enough Eng l ish  to pass through 

school .  Problems emerging from the Hmong and Vietnamese  

presence in the schools may be o u t l i n e d  as f o l l o w s :

1.  Problems in c o n t e n t - a r e a  c lasses inc lude

a. Class s i ze  i n h i b i t s  the t e a c h e r ' s  a b i l i t y  to spend 

t ime a t tempt ing to  communicate w i th  those refugees  

wi th l i m i t e d  or absent  Eng l ish  s k i l l s ;

b. Grading is a problem because teachers do not want to 

f a i l  the Hmong when they work hard in  c l a s s ,  y e t  the  

teachers do not f e e l  t h a t  i t  i s  f a i r  to pass them 

along w i th  the r e s t  o f  the students  who have completed  

the class re q u i r e m e n ts ;

c. Determining which c lasses  Hmong should be mainstreamed  

i n to  and when. Being mainstreamed w i t h o u t  good Eng l ish  

s k i l l s  causes emot ional  problems f o r  the Hmong s tu de nt  

as he/she a t tempts  to keep up w i th  the class and y e t  

understands only  t w e n t y - f i v e  to f i f t y  percent  o f  what  

is being s a id .
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not have p roper  m a t e r i a l s  f o r  t e s t i n g  and e v a l u a t i n g  NES 

and n o n - l i t e r a t e  s tudents .

Placement procedures are vague and o f f e r  no frame of  

r e f e r e n c e .  Opinions o f  a d m i n i s t r a t o r s  and teachers are 

d i v id ed  among mainstreaming Hmong s tudents  according to 

t h e i r  age.  This poses i t s  own problems as age is assigned  

a r b i t r a r i l y  in  re fugee camps ( S . L .  Bessac: June,  1980) .  

Plac ing Hmong i n t o  grades according to t h e i r  previous  

ed uc a t io na l  ex pe r ie n c e s ,  or deve lop ing  a t  the high school  

l e v e l  s e l f - c o n t a i n e d  core c lasses f o r  the Hmong u n t i l  they  

can be p laced  i n t o  mainstream c lasses  w i t h o u t  any problems.  

Fears o f  c r e a t i n g  emot ional  problems or  b r in g in g  on 

accusat ions  o f  d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  have prevented anyth ing but  

mainst reaming from being at tempted thus f a r .

Poor communicat ion between a d m i n i s t r a t o r s  and teachers has 

r e s u l t e d  in  an absence of  common g o a l s ,  methods,  procedures  

and programs.

There has been no i n - s e r v i c e  t r a i n i n g  f o r  mainstream 

teachers in  the c u l t u r a l  background o f  the refugees or any 

spec ia l  l e a r n i n g  s t y le s  which they may possess.  An i n -  

se rv ic e  workshop on the Hmong, o rga n ize d  by the Western 

Montana Teacher  Center  was held in  May, 1980.  I t  was wel l  

at tended by ESL teachers from Missoula  and ne ighbor ing  

towns, bu t  no mainstream teachers were g iven the t ime o f f  

to a t t e n d .

The b i g g e s t  problem,  as I see i t ,  i s  the in c re as in g  

p r e j u d i c e  th roughout  Missoula .  Resentment amongst the Hmong'
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presence i s  growing,  r e s u l t i n g  in name c a l l i n g ,  l e t t e r  

w r i t i n g ,  vandal ism and v i o l e n c e .  Another  form o f  p r e j u d i c e ,  

p o s i t i v e  p r e j u d i c e ,  takes the form in Missou la  o f  na ive  

and p a t r o n i z i n g  a t t i t u d e s  toward the Hmong. An example is  

the s o c i a l  worker ,  who appeared to be accepted by the 

school systems as an a u t h o r i t y  on the Hmong u n t i l  her  

p o s i t i o n  was e l i m i n a t e d  in A p r i l , 1980 (Duncan 1 9 8 0 ) ,  and 

who took i t  upon h e r s e l f  to buy t h e i r  c l o t h e s ,  determine  

t h e i r  housing expenses and l e g a l i z e  t h e i r  mar r iages  because 

she l i k e d  the Hmong so much. Another  example i s  the  

a t t i t u d e  o f  the a d m i n i s t r a t o r s  and the m a j o r i t y  o f  the 

t eachers  who view the Hmong as wonderful  people  who w i l l  

have no problem a s s i m i l a t i n g  because they are so in d u s t r i o u s .

The genera l  a t t i t u d e  is t h a t  once the Hmong are taught  

Eng l ish  t h e i r  a s s i m i l a t i o n  is i n e v i t a b l e .  This  a t t i t u d e  

prov ides  p r o t e c t i o n  ag a in s t  any po s s i b le  charges of  

d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  f o r  c r e a t i n g  spec ia l  programs f o r  the  

r e fu g e e s .  This a t t i t u d e  a lso prov ides  an escape f o r  the 

a d m i n i s t r a t o r s  from a c t i v e l y  becoming in v o l v e d  in the 

re fugee s i t u a t i o n  by p l ac in g  the f u t u r e  success o f  these  

people s o l e l y  on the Hmong s tudents  themselves .

The e f f e c t  o f  a l l  o f  t h i s  i s  a k ind o f  warehousing of  the 

refugees u n t i l  they can be passed through the system a t  the 

a p p r o p r i a t e  t ime or they manage to l e a r n  enough Eng l ish  to 

pu l l  themselves through.  The high schools r e q u i r e  the refugees  

to take core courses f o r  g r a d u a t io n ,  i n c l u d i n g  E n g l i s h ,  mathematics,  

s c ie n ce ,  American h i s t o r y  and government.  The s tudents  are
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t a k i n g  these c lasses bu t ,  except  f o r  mathemat ics ,  the re  are  

se r ious  doubts as to whether  they are  l e a r n i n g  the concepts  

behind the s u b j e c t s .  A f t e r  being in  school  f o r  several  years  

the Hmong are bound to ga in some f a m i l i a r i t y  wi th  Engl ish b u t ,  

except  f o r  a few i n d i v i d u a l s ,  t h e i r  Eng l ish  s k i l l s  are minimal  

and t h e i r  understanding Of concepts p resented  in class are 

u n ce r ta i  n .

There is  a developing d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n  wi th  the school  

co nd i t i on s  among t e a c h e r s ,  the Lao Fami ly  Community, I n c . ,  and 

f i n a l l y ,  among Missoula  community members and paren ts .  A 

church group put  to g e t h e r  a s l i d e  show on the Hmong to take  

i n t o  the classrooms in response to the i n c r e a s i n g  tensions in  

the schools .  The Lao Fami ly Community,  I n c . ,  organized a 

v o l u n t e e r  ESL program in  the evenings to help anyone w i th  

t h e i r  Engl ish and homework assignments .  The counselors a t  

one high school and the high school ESL teachers have been 

study ing  the s i t u a t i o n  and have proposed changes in the program 

f o r  next  ye ar  ( 1 9 8 0 ) .  A l l  o f  t h i s  w i l l  h e l p ,  but  w i l l  not  

so lve  the problems of  the refugees  in  the schools u n t i l  the 

school  system can set  up l a r g e r  and b e t t e r  manned programs f o r  

educa t ing  and t r a i n i n g  the Hmong in  p r e p a r a t i o n  f o r  e n te r in g  

the school system i t s e l f  and f o r  q u a l i f y i n g  f o r  co l l ege  or  

t e c h n i c a l  schools a f t e r  t h e i r  d e p a r tu re  from high school .  As i t  

now stands,  the high school Hmong s tudents  are not r e c e iv in g  

the  educ a t iona l  b e n e f i t s  they need to insure  t h e i r  a b i l i t y  to 

secure jobs which w i l l  suppor t  them and t h e i r  f a m i l i e s .  In 

the long run t h i s  means t h a t  a t  l e a s t  one g e n e r a t i o n ,  w i th  the



6 4

except ion o f  a few i n d i v i d u a l s ,  w i l l  have to be supported in 

p a r t  by va r ious forms o f  w e l f a r e  which inc reases  the general  

populace 's  p r e j u d i c e  a g a in s t  them. T h i s ,  in t u r n ,  w i l l  keep 

them i s o l a t e d  from the r e s t  o f  the community.  Under these  

c i rcumstances,  a s s i m i l a t i o n  becomes d i f f i c u l t .



CHAPTER 4 -  The Hmong High School Students

The Hmong high school  s tudents are in a very t e n t a t i v e  

p o s i t i o n .  They have been r a is e d  in Laos and the camps of  

Th a i land  in the midst  o f  war ,  g r ea t  c u l t u r a l  change and 

r e l o c a t i o n .  Once in  the Un i ted  S t a t e s ,  the Hmong t r y  to 

organ ize  as a u n i f i e d  people  wi th the aims o f  he lp i ng  each 

other  r e l o c a t e ,  r e a d j u s t  and begin to become s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t  

they also a t tempt  to d e f i n e  and ma in ta in  the Hmong c u l t u r e .  

The high school s tude nts  have been e n c u l t u r a t e d  in Hmong 

so c i e ty  and are now in  one o f  the major  accul  t u r a t i v e  and 

a s s i m i l a t i v e  i n s t i t u t i o n s  o f  the Uni ted S t a t e s ,  the school  

system. The Hmong are conf r on ted  both by t h e i r  i d e n t i t y  

as Hmong and t h e i r  need to be accepted as Americans.  The 

major problem they face  i s  the language b a r r i e r ,  which 

creates  misunderstanding in  the classroom and between 

American and Hmong p e o p le .  The Hmong goal i s  to be s e l f -  

s u f f i c i e n t  through e d u c a t i o n  and jobs .  They t r y  not  to draw 

a t t e n t i o n  to themselves and to do what the o t her  s tudents  do 

This may lead to b e h a v i o r  more American than Hmong, but  i t  

may not  a f f e c t  t h e i r  i d e n t i t y .

This chapter  examines the e x t e n t  to which the Hmong 

high school s tudents ,  are  adapt ing  American ways and to what
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e x t e n t  they are r e t a i n i n g  Hmong goals and i d e n t i t i e s .  They 

have the best  o p p o r t u n i t y  to l e a r n  E n g l i s h ,  to get  a f u r t h e r  

educa t ion  or job t r a i n i n g  and to take the f i r s t  steps towards  

achiev ing  the Hmong g o a l .  At  the same t i m e ,  they are being  

exposed to American i d e a l s  , goals , o p p o r t u n i t i e s  and 

behavi o r .

In d i scuss ions ,  many o f  the Hmong s t u d e n t s ,  al though  

always p o l i t e  and c o o p e r a t i v e ,  had very l i t t l e  to say in 

response to my q u e s t i o n s .  A few, however,  had q u i t e  ob v io us l y  

been th in k in g  s e r i o u s l y  about  s i t u a t i o n s  a t  school and the  

fu t u r e  o f  the Hmong and gave thought fu l  answers.  Th e i r  

answers provided the bas is  f o r  i n t e r p r e t i n g  the l i m i t e d  

i n fo r m a t i o n  the others  had g i ve n .  The i n f o r m a t i o n  in t h i s  

sec t io n  i s  based on o b s e r v a t i o n ,  quest ions asked by the Hmong, 

the in formal  c o n v e r s a t i o n s ,  s t o r i e s  w r i t t e n  by the Hmong and 

i n t e r v i e w s ,  as much as from what the in fo rm a nt  did not  say 

as from what he did say.

There are e i g h t y - t h r e e  Hmong in high schoo l ,  almost  

e q u a l l y  d iv ide d  in  number between the two high schools .  The 

m a j o r i t y  say th a t  they are from the towns o f  Xieng Khouang,

Lon Chien (a war t ime r e l o c a t i o n  camp),  V i e n t i a n n e ,  Houa 

Phau, Sam Neau (an area around Houa Phan) and Nasu in Laos.

The ages the high school  s tudents  gave ranged from fo ur te e n  to 

twenty-seven.  The ages the Hmong i n d i c a t e  on t h e i r  en t ry  

visas to the Uni ted S t a t e s  are not n e c e s s a r i l y  comparable to 

our age de s i g n a t io n s .  Of the t h i r t y - f o u r  who completed the  

q u e s t i o n n a i r e ,  s ix  were age n ineteen or  o l d e r .  As of
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A p r i l ,  1980,  the e n r o l l m e n t  in  the ESL classes was as f o l l o w s :  

nine teen were in the no n- r ea de r  cl  a s s e s . . .  these were s tudents  

who a r r i v e d  in the t h i r d  wave o f  immigrants and who had l i t t l e ,  

i f  any,  educa t iona l  e x p e r i e n c e .  They were unable to read or  

w r i t e  in any language.  For the most p a r t  t h e i r  l i v e s  had 

been spent  in the middle o f  the war .  Many had been in  the 

refugee camps f o r  as long as f o u r  y e a r s .  In the beg inn ing .

ESL c la ss es ,  there  were t h i r t y - s i x  students  which in c luded  

a l l  of  the no n- readers .  The be g inn ing  in te r m e d ia te  c lasses  

had twent y - n in e  s t ud e nt s .  The i n t e r m e d i a t e  classes had 

fo ur t ee n  students and the advanced class had s ix  s t ud e nt s .

These numbers f l u c t u a t e d  from week to week as students a r r i v e d  

from the camps, dropped out  to j o i n  the Job Corps or moved to 

be r e u n i t e d  wi th f a m i l y  members s c a t t e r e d  across the c o un t r y .  

The t o t a l  in the ESL c lasses  was 104,  which inc luded those  

students e n r o l l e d  in two c l a s s e s .

Of the students i n t e r v i e w e d ,  the range of  residence in  

the Uni ted S tates  was from two months to four  ye a r s .  Many 

were l i v i n g  wi th  unc les ,  b r o t h e r s  o r  s i s t e r s  wh i le  t h e i r  

parents  or other  f a m i l y  members were s t i l l  in Laos,  T h a i l a n d ,  

or o ther  par ts  of  the Uni ted  S t a t e s ,  France,  or  had d i e d .

The range o f  prev ious sc hoo l ing  among the high school  

students was from no e x pe r ie nc e  a t  a l l  to fo ur teen  years as 

the maximum ex pe r i en ce .  The m a j o r i t y  o f  the Hmong had been 

placed a t  the freshman or  sophomore l e v e l  wi th  three j u n i o r s  

and one s e n i o r ,  who graduated a t  the end o f  w i n t e r  q u a r t e r ,

1980.  Most o f  the students  (81%) were a t  the beginning
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i n t e r m e d ia t e  l e v e l  o f  Eng l ish  or  below,  which was b a r e ly  

enough to ca r ry  on a c o n v e r s a t i o n .  When conduct ing the i n t e r ­

views an i n t e r p r e t e r  was needed w i th  these s t u d e n t s ,  as we l l  

as w i th  severa l  i n t e r m e d i a t e  l e v e l  s t ud e nt s .  Quest ions asked 

of  the Hmong cen te red  around t h e i r  pe rcep t ions  and ex p e c ta t io n s  

o f  school .  A q u e s t i o n n a i r e  (append ix)  was given to the students  

in the th ree  upper l e v e l s  o f  ESL and consis ted  o f  quest ions  

about t h e i r  i n d i v i d u a l  background,  t h e i r  f a m i l i e s ,  where 

they had l i v e d  in Laos,  w i t h  whom they l i v e d  in M is sou la ,  

what school ing they had b e fo r e  coming to the Uni ted  S t a t e s ,  

t h e i r  c lasses in school and what they l i k e d  about school  or  

would l i k e  changed.

The major  d i f f i c u l t y  the Hmong have is  understanding  

Engl ish and, t h e r e f o r e ,  w i t h  t h e i r  class l e c t u r e s  and 

assignments.  Because the  Hmong are placed i n t o  high school  

l e v e l  c lasses and seem to be progressing through the system,  

i t  seemed necessary to f i n d  out  how they pe rc e iv e  t h e i r  

progress and a b i l i t i e s .  Est imates  have been made by the  

Lao Family Community,  I n c .  d i r e c t o r  and teachers t h a t  the  

Hmong students understand about  25% o f  what is sa id  in  c la s s .

The students themselves gave es t imates  of  10%, 30%, 40% 

and the h ighes t  a t  50%. Twelve of  those who had not  had any 

mathematics answered t h a t  they understood only  'a  l i t t l e  b i t ' .  

Three remarked t h a t  they could read f a i r l y  w e l l ,  but  could  

not understand what was w r i t t e n .  The Hmong e f f o r t s  to gain  

an understanding v a r i e d .  They found the teachers easy to 

t a l k  to and h e l p f u l  when asked f o r  a s s is ta n c e ;  however ,  the
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Hmong did not always ask f o r  h e lp .  One sa id  t h a t  when he 

did ask f o r  he lp the tea ch er  would t r y  to e x p l a i n  the m a t e r i a l  

to him, but  he s t i l l  d id  not  understand and did not  want to 

keep bo ther ing  the t e a c h e r .  He would w r i t e  down as much as 

he could and then take  i t  home to f i g u r e  o u t .  None o f  the  

Hmong found American students easy to t a l k  to and would not  

s t a r t  a co nve rs a t i on  w i th  them i f  they could help i t .  In  

studying t h e i r  assignments the Hmong conce nt ra t ed  on memorizing  

the mate r ia l  or  read ing  i t  over  r e p e a t e d l y .  When o t h e r  

students were a v a i l a b l e  they would t a l k  over  the assignments  

wi th them. One Hmong s t ude nt  even read one or  two books a 

week in an e f f o r t  to improve his Eng l ish .

To f i n d  out  how much s tudy ing the Hmong do and whether  

t h e i r  t ime a f t e r  school  is expected to be spent  in  f a m i l y  

ma t te rs ,  the s tudents  were asked what they did a f t e r  schoo l .

The m a j o r i t y  spent  t h e i r  t ime cooking,  working in  the fa m i l y  

garden,  p l ay i n g  a t  such th ings as soccer  or b o w l in g ,  watching  

TV, helping younger  c h i l d r e n  in the fa m i l y  and doing some 

study ing.  Only two were expected t o ,  or  were ab le  t o ,  spend 

the g r e a te r  p o r t i o n  o f  the evening s t ud y in g .  I t  was suggested  

by several  Hmong a d u l t s  t h a t  Hmong parents  do not know i f  the 

students need to s t u d y ,  what they should s t ud y ,  or i f  they  

want to study ( I n t e r v i e w  May, 19 80 ) .  The overwhelming  

m a jo r i t y  o f  those s tudents  i n t e r v i e w e d  were s t a y in g  w i t h  

parents or r e l a t i v e s  who could not speak Eng l ish  and d id not  

know how to he lp them wi th  t h e i r  work.  The s t u d e n t s ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  

did not get  much p r a c t i c e  speaking E ng l is h .  They spoke Hmong
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a t  home so t h a t  the parents  and g ran dp are n ts  could understand  

them and a t  school the Hmong s tudents  spoke in Hmong to each 

ot her  and r e f r a i n e d  from speaking in c l a s s .  The Hmong students  

who were f a i r l y  f l u e n t ,  on the o t h e r  hand,  were a c t i v e l y  

sought out  by the Hmong community to se rve  as t r a n s l a t o r s .

T h e i r  Eng l ish  improved,  but they are  g iven  l i t t l e  t ime to 

s t u d y .

The Hmong a t t i t u d e  toward t h e i r  s t u d i e s  a f f e c t s  t h e i r  

progress .  I  asked them what they thoug ht  made one successful  

and what reasons were respon s ib le  f o r  t h e i r  r e c e i v i n g  poor  

grades,  i f ,  in  f a c t ,  they d id .  They saw success as depending  

upon hard work.  Hard work is one o f  the major  t r a i t s  de s i r ed  

in a p o t e n t i a l  mate among the Hmong (Duncan 1980) but  because 

one was a hard worker  i t  did not  mean t h a t  one was guaranteed  

success.  The no t ion  o f  luck or p r e d e s t i n a t i o n  was n o t i c e a b l e  

among the s tudents  even i f  they d id not  v e r b a l i z e  i t .  Four 

did say t h a t  success depended upon l u c k .  Others accounted  

f o r  t h e i r  poor grades as a r e s u l t  o f  no t  s tudy ing  enough.

Other  answers f o r  not  doing wel l  were t h a t  they t r i e d  too 

hard,  they did not  read Engl ish w e l l  enough to know what to 

do, they s t u d i e d  enough but did not  understand the m a t e r i a l ,  

and they did not  memorize we l l  enough.  One sa id  he always  

studied and never  did badly .  One Hmong i n f o r m a n t ,  who was 

the s tude nt  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  f o r  the Hmong a t  one high schoo l ,  

said the s tudents  did not study as much as they sa id  they d id .  

He said the Hmong students work hard i f  they  know the s u b j e c t ,  

but i f  they do not  know i t  they w i l l  not  work a t  i t .  He sa id
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t h a t  i f  they s t u d ie d  hard er  t h e i r  Engl ish would be b e t t e d .  

Hmong who had come to the Uni ted S ta tes  before him,  or  a t  the  

same t ime,  could not  speak as we l l  as he.  Another  in f o r m a n t  

said th a t  some l i k e d  to s t ud y ,  but  t h a t  i f  they found i t  too 

hard they q u i t  school  to go to the Job Corps. T h e i r  

a t t i t u d e  seems to be t h a t  i f  i t  i s  easy f o r  them then they  

were meant to do i t  and i f  i t  is  too hard ,  then they were not  

meant to be any good a t  i t ,  so they do not t r y .  Severa l  

students commented on t h e i r  de s i r e  to l e a r n  var ious musical  

ins t ruments ,  but  would not  take any c lasses in music because  

i t  was too hard.

The Hmong s tudents  considered Eng l ish  as the most  

important  th ing  f o r  them to know, fo l low ed  by mathemat ics ,  

h i s t o r y  and sc ien ce .  Other  i n d i v i d u a l s  l i s t e d  sewing,  F rench,  

socia l  s tudies  and geography.  The d e s i r e  f o r  Eng l ish  was 

based on the f a c t  t h a t  they needed Engl ish to f i n d  ou t  how 

to get  a job .  Mathemat ics was seen as easy and could teach  

them many th in g s .  They wanted American h i s t o r y  because i t  

was so d i f f e r e n t  from the h i s t o r y  o f  Laos and because i t  was 

seen as a good th i n g  to know what happened in the p a s t .  One 

Hmong thought French was an impo r ta n t  su b je c t  because so 

many Hmong had s e t t l e d  in  France and he hoped to be ab le  to  

go there to see them.

The Hmong were asked i f  the f a c ts  they were t o l d  in  

class were d i f f e r e n t  from the f a c t s  t h e i r  parents or  e l d e r s  

to ld  them a t  home. They a l l  sa id  ye s ,  but  most could not  

give an example o f  a d i f f e r e n c e  in in f o r m a t i o n .  As to whom
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they would b e l i e v e ,  t h e i r  f a m i l y  or  t e a c h e r s ,  f i v e  sa id  the  

t eachers and th re e  sa id  t h e i r  p a r e n t s ,  two sa id  they did not  

know and sa id  they b e l i e v e d  both.  One s t ud e nt  sa id  he 

b e l i ev ed  his  parents  because such s c i e n t i f i c  b e l i e f s  as 

t h a t  the e a r t h  i s  round and r o t a t e s  did not  seem p i a u s i b l e  . 

Another s t u d e n t  sa id  they should l i s t e n  to t h e i r  e l de rs  

because they may be r i g h t .  One s tu de nt  sa id  t h a t  a t  home he 

was t o l d  to be a good person and a f a r m e r ,  but  a t  school he 

was shown how to understand many t h i n g s .  One s tudent  f avored  

what was l e a rn ed  a t  school because the in f o r m a t i o n  came from 

books w h i l e  in f o r m a t i o n  a t  home was verba l  and had no ev i de nce .  

He thought  educ a t io n  was b e t t e r  than j u s t  t a l k i n g .  This idea  

corresponds w i th  the t r a d i t i o n a l  Hmong a t t i t u d e  toward books 

and e d u ca t i o n .

The Hmong were d i v id ed  in  t h e i r  op in ions  as to whether  

school had been e a s i e r  in Laos than in  the Uni ted S t a t e s .

Some thought  Laos was harder  because one had to pass a t e s t  

before one could go on to the next  l e v e l  and because there  

was much s t r i c t e r  d i s c i p l i n e  and f o r m a l i z e d  b e h av io r ,  such 

as s tanding when the teacher  e n t e r e d .  The r e s t  viewed Laos 

as e a s i e r .  There was one teacher  f o r  a l l  the c lasses and he 

was r e s p o n s ib le  f o r  the success or  f a i l u r e  o f  the s t ud e nt s .

A class p r e s i d e n t  kept  o rder  when the t e ac h er  was gone. One 

s tudent  s a id  there  was not much c o n t r o l  in c lasses here .

There was broken glass and broken c h a i r s  from roughhousing  

t h a t  were j u s t  l e f t  where they f e l l .  In  Laos the students  

wrote and worked t o g e t h e r  which was e a s i e r  than the emphasis
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on working i n d i v i d u a l l y  in  the Uni ted S t a t e s .  In Laos the 

su b jec ts  were s h o r t e r  so they did not have to l e a r n  as much. 

Most o f  the s tudents  thought  school in  Laos was e a s i e r  

because the La o t ia n  a lp ha be t  was e a s i e r  and the language was 

c l os er  to Hmong. Another  major  d i f f e r e n c e  between schools in 

Laos and those in  the Uni ted S ta tes  which made Laos schools 

e a s i e r  was t h a t  the teacher  wrote the lessons on the board and 

then e x p la in e d  them. The Hmong th in k  the tea ch er s  in  the 

Uni ted S ta te s  t a l k  too much and they cannot  understand them. 

The teachers do not  w r i t e  enough on the board.  The emphasis 

in Laos was on w r i t i n g  the lessons down and memor iz ing them.

In the Uni ted  S ta t es  the teachers t r y  to avo id  having the 

students memorize the work,  but  t r y  to get  the s t u d e n t  to 

understand the m a t e r i a l ,  thus c o nc e nt r a t in g  more on l e c tu r e s  

than w r i t i n g  on the board.

The Hmong expressed no complaints about  t h e i r  classes  

or te a c h e r s ,  or anyth ing e l s e .  Only two s t ud en ts  sa id  th a t  

they were unhappy w i t h  one or  two of  t h e i r  c l a s s e s .  One did  

not want to take P.E.  or a r t  because he d id not  do we l l  in  

them. One s t ud e nt  was a g a in s t  P.E.  because i t  d id  not  t e l l  

him how to speak E ng l i s h .  He would r a t h e r  go to the l i b r a r y .  

Some sa id  they wanted c lasses o ther  than the ones they were 

t a k i n g ,  but  t h e i r  Eng l ish  was not good enough. Some wanted 

more r e a d i n g ,  more E n g l i s h ,  and more mathemat ics .  Some j u s t  

wanted more c la s s e s .  One s tudent  did express a concern th a t  

only the g i r l s  were l e a r n i n g  about f a m i l y  p l a n n i n g .

The s tudents  demonstrated a g r ea t  i n t e r e s t  in  f i n d i n g
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out  what American views were on such th ings  as r e l i g i o n ,  ghosts,  

embalming, r e i n c a r n a t i o n ,  the un iv e rs e ,  and what o t h e r  places  

and people in the wor ld were l i k e .  They were a lso very  

i n t e r e s t e d  in how Americans got t h e i r  i n f o r m a t i o n  on h i s t o r y ,  

archaeo logy,  the un iverse  and languages.  One s t ud e nt  asked 

why the Hmong did not  have a good a lp h a b e t .  He kept  r e f e r r i n g  

to some a l p h a b e t  he had heard about which was b e t t e r  than the  

RPA or the Lao based a lp ha be t  f o r  w r i t i n g  Hmong. This must 

be the a lp ha be t  o f  the 'new r e l i g i o n ' .  The Hmong were also  

very cur ious about  how Americans e x p l a i n  c e r t a i n  phenomena 

which occur in  Laos,  such as animals which sense l i g h t e n i n g  

storms or  t r e e s  t h a t  do not d ie when s t r u c k  by l i g h t e n i n g ,  

e t c .

The Hmong could not  t h i n k  of  any changes to be made in  

the schools ,  but  sa id  they would agree to any changes t h a t  

were made. When speaking to a s tudent  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  he sa id  

t h a t  the Hmong s tudents  were no t ,  in  f a c t ,  happy w i th  t h e i r  

c lasses .  They wanted more ESL, mathematics and h i s t o r y .

Those j u s t  in  ESL, or  ESL and re ad in g ,  wanted more Eng l ish  

because they had on ly  a few hours o f  c lass per  day and wanted 

more. The s t u d e n t  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  did not  t h i n k  t h a t  main-  

streaming helped the Hmong le a r n  Engl ish i f  they did not know 

i t  in the f i r s t  p l a c e .  He had had ESL f o r  f i v e  hours per  day 

f o r  s ix  months in  C a l i f o r n i a  before he went to r e g u l a r  

classes .  He s a id  t h a t  a l lowed him to be able  to express his  

quest ions when he did not  understand something in  c l a s s .  He 

sa id  t h a t  the s tudents  here o f te n  have q u e s t i o n s ,  but  do not  

know how to ask them.
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The Hmong students  t r y  not to be very d i f f e r e n t  from 

American students  and t r y  to i m i t a t e  them. Teachers noted 

the Hmong, e s p e c i a l l y  the g i r l s ,  watching the way American 

s tudents  dressed.  Hmong g i r l s  s t a r t e d  w e a r i n g . t h e  same kind  

o f  ne ck la ce s ,  e a r r i n g s  and matching t h e i r  c lo th es  l i k e  the 

American g i r l s .  The Hmong q u i t  b r i n g i n g  the book bags 

embroidered by t h e i r  mothers in o rde r  to be l i k e  the other  

s t u d e n t s .  A group of  Hmong boys were t a l k i n g  about being 

teased by American boys and sa id  t h a t  some day they would 

be ab le  to speak Engl ish w e l l  enough to understand what do 

do. They would be ab le  to ac t  l i k e  Americans and be able to 

swear l i k e  Americans,  too .  The d e s i r e  to be l i k e  American 

s tudents  can be seen in  a s t o r y  w r i t t e n  by a Hmong g i r l  

about  a p i c t u r e  of  a female b a s k e t b a l l  p l a y e r .  The student  

made up a s t o r y  about the g i r l .  She had p r a c t i c e d  p lay ing  

s ince  she was s ix  years  o ld  and her parents  were happy wi th  

her  f o r  be ing on the team. She was very sk inny and could run 

f a s t .  "She i s  never weak on her team".  The Hmong had been 

shy about j o i n i n g  in the P.E.  spor ts  because they did not  

know the r u le s  or  understand the games. Th is  s t o r y  shows 

some o f  t h e i r  f r u s t r a t i o n  a t  always being among the poor  

p l a y e r s .  Another  s t o r y  by a Vietnamese g i r l  a lso  has the same 

theme. The g i r l  in the p i c t u r e  was a poor b a s k e t b a l l  p layer  

and f e l t  badly  about i t .  She t r i e d  hard and a f t e r  a few 

days her  teammates t o l d  her  how much she had improved and how 

happy they were t h a t  she was on t h e i r  team.
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Though the Hmong t r y  to blend i n t o  the schools and 

become l i k e  the o ther  s t u d e n t s ,  they are i s o l a t e d  from the r e s t  

o f  the students because o f  the language b a r r i e r ,  p r e j u d i c e  

and c u l t u r a l  d i f f e r e n c e s .  Only two o f  the t h i r t y  s tudents  

i n te r v ie w e d  said they had American f r i e n d s  w i th  whom they d id  

anything a f t e r  school .  The r e s t  sa id  they did not have 

American f r i e n ds  because they could not  speak Engl ish wel l  

enough or t h a t  they have American f r i e n d s  but only as so c ia te d  

with  them in c la ss .  Adding to t h e i r  i s o l a t i o n  and s e p a r a t i o n  

from o ther  students the Hmong have a tendency to ga ther  

to g e t h er  in c e r t a i n  areas o f  the scho o l ,  such as the c a f e t e r i a ,  

away from the o ther  s t u d e n t s .

Pre jud ice  acts as a b a r r i e r  between the Hmong and 

American s tudents .  The Hmong r e l a t e d  problems wi th  Americans  

teas ing  them, swearing a t  them, throwing food,  s t e a l i n g  or  

v a nd a l i s in g  t h e i r  bikes and s t a r t i n g  f i g h t s .  About h a l f  o f  

the Hmong thought  the te achers  and a d m i n i s t r a t o r s  know what  

i s  going on. Those t h a t  thought  the teachers  did not know 

did not want them to .  The Hmong say they must handle the 

problems themselves.  One g i r l  commented t h a t  school was 

b e t t e r  in C a l i f o r n i a  because th e r e  was a g r e a t e r  v a r i e t y  o f  

e t h n i c  groups and the Hmong were not  d i s c r i m i n a t e d  aga ins t  

as they are in M issou la .  One Hmong p a re n t  viewed the t r o u b l e  

in school as c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  any country  and t h a t  they  

would work themselves o u t .  In  the meant ime,  the Hmong do not  

f e e l  easy s t a r t i n g  a c o n v e r s a t i o n  w i t h  American students and 

so,  keep t h e i r  d i s t an ce .
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Some o f  the c u l t u r a l  d i f f e r e n c e s  which help keep the 

Hmong separ a te d  can be seen in s t o r i e s  w r i t t e n  f o r  t h e i r  ESL 

classes based on a p i c t u r e  from a magazine.  One Hmong s tudent  

crea ted  a s t o r y  from a p i c t u r e  o f  a man s i t t i n g  in a c h a i r  in  

f r o n t  o f  a b u i l d i n g .  The s t o r y  t e l l s  how the man's w i f e  had 

died and he took a job in ano ther  town from his sons and 

daughter .  He was very sad because he was not  w i th  his f a m i l y .  

In a month there  w i l l  be a company l a y o f f  and then he can move 

back home to his  c h i l d r e n  and be happy.  Many of  the students  

are separa ted  from t h e i r  f a m i l i e s  in  the Uni ted  S ta tes  which 

causes emot ional  problems among the f a m i l y - o r i e n t e d  Hmong.

When asked w i th  whom they wanted to l i v e  a f t e r  t h e i r  

m a r r i a g e ,  the students wanted to l i v e  w i th  the husband's  

p a r e n t s ,  h is  b ro thers  or by themselves near  t h e i r  f a m i l i e s .  

Duncan a ls o  found th is  in her  resea rch  o f  the Missoula Hmong 

goals ( 1 9 8 0 ) .  The above s t o r y  r e l a t e s  a c o n f l i c t  the Hmong 

have to f a c e ,  whether  they would move to take a job or stay  

wi th  t h e i r  f a m i l i e s .  One Hmong p a r e n t  sa id  the students w i l l  

stay  w i th  t h e i r  parents  u n t i l  they can l e a r n  E ng l i s h .  One 

Hmong sa id  he would stay w i th  his  mother  because she could  

teach him and his c h i l d r e n  many th ings  and make them happy.

One g i r l  expected the Hmong in  Missou la  to begin spreading to 

other  towns and s t a te s  in search o f  j o b s .  This d i v i s i o n  of  

the Missoula  p o p u la t i o n  would be o f  extended f a m i l y  groups,  

not i n d i v i d u a l s  or  nuc lear  f a m i l i e s .

Another  s t o r y  t e l l s  o f  d i f f e r e n c e s  in ways Americans 

and Hmong speak to each o t h e r .  Americans may say th ings
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they do not  f e e l  in  o rder  to make an im pr ess ion .  Hmong are  

expected to be p o l i t e ,  but a lso  s i n c e r e .  In  a s t o r y  about a 

g i r l  b a s k e t b a l l  p l a y e r ,  the g i r l  is  descr ibed  as being  

skinny and f a s t .  When she t a l k s  to someone her  vo ice  is  

‘ too s w e e t ' .  "Everybody loves to t a l k  to her .  I th in k  when 

she is  g e t t i n g  old s h e ' l l  ge t  a bad sore t h r o a t  in  her  

t h r o a t . "  When the Hmong des cr ib e  someone as t a l k i n g  ' s w e e t ' ,  

i t  means t h a t  they are i n s i n c e r e  ( I n t e r v i e w  J u l y ,  1 9 8 0 ) .  One 

Hmong commented on the way American s tudents  t a l k  to each 

other  and tease  and swear a t  one anot he r .  The Hmong sa id i f  

they t a l k e d  l i k e  t h a t  in Laos there  would be a f i g h t .

The immediate focus on the Hmong is  f i n d i n g  a j o b .  

Besides the language problem,  the re  is a l ack o f  job s k i l l s  

among the Hmong. Before t h e i r  involvement  in the war ,  the 

Hmong were fa rm er s .  In more re c e n t  years they became ta x i  

d r i v e r s  or  ran small  markets.  With the war the m a j o r i t y  of  

the men became g u e r r i l l a  f i g h t e r s  and r a d io  o p e r a t o r s .

Un l ike  the Vietnamese who were t r a i n e d  in such s k i l l s  as 

auto mechanics,  the Hmong came out  o f  the war w i t h o u t  any 

marketable  s k i l l s .  Once in the Uni ted S t a t e s ,  the Hmong need 

to l ea rn  E n g l i s h ,  acqui re  a job s k i l l  and then adapt  to a 

fo r e ig n  w o rk -a -d ay  wor ld .  The a n x ie t y  o f  f i n d i n g  a job and 

the u n f a m i l i a r i t y  w i th  i t s  requi rements  are appa re n t  in a 

s t or y  w r i t t e n  by a Hmong s t ude nt  about a p i c t u r e  o f  a couple  

s i t t i n g  in  f r o n t  o f  a house. " . . . T h e y  are a f a m i l y  and they  

are t h i n k i n g  about a new job and maybe they h a v e n ' t  had a job 

to do in t h e i r  l i v e s . . . T h e y  are t a l k i n g  about jobs and they
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are sad and angry,  too.  Now they w i l l  dec ide where they w i l l  

have a job to do."  Another  s t o r y  about  the same p i c t u r e  had 

the man going to work and f a l l i n g  a s le e p .  The boss found him,  

c a l l e d  him a bad man and f i r e d  him. The couple was dec id ing  

what work he could f i n d  nex t .

Many o f  the Hmong have not decided i f  they w i l l  f i n i s h  

high school or  no t .  Ten sa id t h a t  they would;  th ree  of  these  

wanted to go on to c o l l e g e .  Six thought  they would not f i n i s h  

high school but  would j o i n  the Job Corps i n s t e a d .  Only th ree  

Hmong ment ioned any job they would l i k e  to g e t .  This r e l u c ­

tance to reve a l  t h e i r  personal  goals may stem from the Hmong 

not ion  t h a t  i f  one were to r e l a t e  one 's  a s p i r a t i o n s  and then 

not reach them, i t  would be embarrassing (Duncan 19 80 ) .  The 

l ac k  of  i n f o r m a t i o n  may a lso  stem from the f a c t  t h a t  many of  

the students  a r r i v e d  w i t h i n  the l a s t  y e a r  and r e a l l y  have no 

idea o f  the op t ions  a v a i l a b l e  to them. The ESL teacher  

brought  in  a c a r e e r  counselor  to speak to them on lo ca l  jobs  

and job t r a i n i n g  programs and t h e i r  re qu i r e m e n ts .  The Job 

Corps o f f e r  to he lp put  the students through co l l e g e  a f t e r  

complet ing the Job Corps program. This  draws the g r e a t e s t  

i n t e r e s t  from the Hmong. They see i t  as a chance to l e a r n  

E n g l i s h ,  a s k i l l ,  and an op p o r t u n i t y  to go to co l l e g e  a l l  in  

one.

Except  f o r  a few o f  the more f l u e n t ,  the s tudents  were 

a lso h e s i t a n t  to make any p r e d i c t i o n s  about  the f u t u r e  o f  the  

Hmong. One view is  t h a t  the Missoula Hmong w i l l  s p l i t  up in  

search o f  jo bs .  This view is  promoted by the Lao Fami ly
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Community, In c .  and the I n t e r n a t i o n a l  Rescue Commission which  

helps the refugees r e l o c a t e .  One young man saw a good f u t u r e  

f o r  his c h i l d r e n ,  but  a hard l i f e  f o r  h i m s e l f  and his  

contemporar ies .  Another  s t ude nt  saw the Hmong e v e n t u a l l y  

los ing t h e i r  language;  the Hmong would get  more ed uca t io n  and 

not stay to g e t h e r .  One sa id  the Hmong would become Americans,  

but s t i l l  be Hmong. The parents  hypothesized t h a t  the Hmong 

would r e t a i n  both c u l t u r e s .

The students were asked i f  the Hmong had changed s inc e  

they came to the Un i ted  S t a t e s  and i f  t h a t  change was good or  

bad. Again,  most would not  e l a b o r a t e  on t h e i r  answers,  but  

conf ined themselves to saying t h a t  the re  had been changes and 

t h a t  these were good or  both good and bad. One s t u d e n t  sa id  

t h a t  the change was bad because the Hmong t r i e d  to a c t  l i k e  

Americans; they rode around in  ca rs ,  acted tough,  chased 

people and i n s u l t e d  the Chinese and Vietnamese.  The genera l  

impression of  the s tudents  was t h a t  any changes were good 

because the Hmong must do l i k e  the host country  or  no t  l i v e  

here .  One Hmong commented on the f a c t  t h a t  they could  on ly  

have one w i f e .  He thought  t h a t  was good and bad. One young 

man thought the changes were good, in  p a r t i c u l a r ,  he was g lad  

t h a t  they did not  have to pay a b r id e  p r ic e  anymore.  One

thought the r e l a t i o n s h i p s  between people were b e t t e r  h e r e .  In

Laos they had to pay people to help them i f  they needed i t .

Here they can depend on o t h e r  Hmong to help them w i t h o u t  c o s t .

One student  l i k e d  being able  to t r a v e l  and to go see o t her s  

o f t e n .  In Laos,  the c o u n t r y ,  the war and the poor roads
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made t r a v e l  d i f f i c u l t .  Here the young men can ge t  a car  and 

t r a v e l  to Spokane, Denver or  e lsewhere  to v i s i t  r e l a t i v e s  and 

g i r l  f r i e n d s  wi th l i t t l e  d i f f i c u l t y  or  w i t h o u t  t a k in g  much 

t i m e .  The students seem to view the changes as good and t h a t  

the best  l i f e  would be h a l f  American and h a l f  Hmong.

Since the Hmong way o f  l i f e  was changing,  the students  

were asked i f  the re  was any th ing  they e s p e c i a l l y  wanted t h e i r  

c h i l d r e n  to know or  remember about  the Hmong c u l t u r e .  They 

a l l  wanted t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  to speak Hmong. One sa id  simply  

he would have his c h i l d r e n  speak Hmong because he was a Hmong. 

The students also want t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  to know Hmong f o l k t a l e s ,  

the h i s t o r y  o f  the Hmong, t h e i r  own backgrounds and those of  

t h e i r  g randparen ts ,  the reason f o r  the Hmong exodus from Laos,  

t h e i r  music,  costumes, a r t ,  r e l i g i o n  and the way Hmong b e l i e v e .  

One s tudent  took a r t  c lasses  so t h a t  he could p a i n t  p i c t u r e s  

o f  h is  r e l a t i v e s  l e f t  in  Laos and Fns impressions of  the war .

He f e l t  t h a t  t h a t  way he would not  f o r g e t  what the Hmong have 

been through.  Songs and p o e t r y  have been impo r ta n t  to the 

Hmong as a means of  passing on t r a d i t i o n s  and a t t r a c t i n g  

g i r l s .  Several  Hmong boys have o rgan ized  a rock band to 

p,l ay Hmong music using modern in s t r um en ts .  The emphasis is  

on loud drumming and a m p l i f i e d  g u i t a r  a t  very high volume to 

accompany a male or  female s i n g e r .  This s i n g e r  seemingly  

cont inues the t r a d i t i o n  o f  the g i r l  s in g e r  a t  the wedding 

f i l m e d  by Geddes in "The Year  o f  Tu Miao".  They w r i t e  songs 

about  i n d i v i d u a l s  in the community and t h e i r  expe r i en ce s .

These become a very s t rong fo rc e  in r e t a i n i n g  the Hmong
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i d e n t i t y  and serve to remind them o f  t h e i r  common bonds. The 

des i re  to make sure they do not f o r g e t  t h e i r  losses and trauma 

can be seen in a s t o r y  w r i t t e n  by a Hmong s tude nt  about  a 

p i c t u r e  of  a s a d - l o o k i n g  b lack  boy.

He was an A f r i c a n  boy. Many years  ago t h i s  
boy l o s t  h is  pare n ts  in  the war .  He c o u l d n ' t  
f in d  his pa re n ts  and r e l a t i v e s .  He came to a 
v i l l a g e  w i t h  not  many peop le .  One o ld man saw 
the boy wa lk in g  house to house,  then he went  to 
quest ion the boy.  The boy was very hungry and 
sad. The man p i t i e d  him because t h e i r  l i f e  was 
hard a t  t h a t  t i m e .  The old man put  his hand on 
the boy's ch es t  and s a i d ,  "P lease ,  God, he lp  us 
because our l i f e  i s  unusual ly  sad . "  They both 
thought ,  and t h e i r  t e a r s  f e l l .

A few y e a r s  l a t e r  the boy was 18 and he was 
strong enough to work.  Americans went to take  
him to the U .S .A .  to be a s l a v e .  L a t e r  he sa id  
to his l i t t l e  boy,  who was born in the U . S . A . ,
"You must remember how sad i t  was f o r  your  
f a th e r  in h is l i f e . "

The boy was th i n k i n g  and he was sad. L a t e r ,  
a f t e r  a few y e a r s ,  he became a f o o t b a l l  p l a y e r .
They paid him $5 00 , 000  per  y e a r .  Now, I t h i n k  he 
has f o r g o t t e n  e v e r y t h i n g  about his poor f a t h e r ' s  
l i f e .  I t h i n k  he 's  maybe on the Da l l a s  f o o t b a l l  
team now, but  I d o n ' t  know his name because almost  
a l l  of  the p l a y e r s  are b lack  and good p l a y e r s .

In March,  1980 ,  the s tudents  o rgan ized  a Youth Committee  

f o r  youth up to age t w e n t y - f i v e  to serve as an o r i e n t a t i o n  

center  fo r  new s t u d e n t  a r r i v a l s  and to a s s i s t  t h e i r  a d j u s t ­

ment to school .  The group's  func t ion s  are to he lp the new 

student  get acqu a in ted  w i th  schoo l ,  hold d iscussions  to help  

i n d iv id u a ls  p lan t h e i r  f u t u r e  goals and to discuss plans f o r  

the Hmong, get  and supply  i n f o r m a t i o n  on job t r a i n i n g ,  and 

sponsor soc ia l  a c t i v i t i e s  such as dances,  which are l a r g e l y  

paid f o r  by the few s tudents  who have jobs and e x t r a  money.
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The Youth Committee a lso prov ides se rv ices  f o r  the Lao Fami ly  

Community, In c .  by supp ly ing  v o lu n te e r  t r a n s p o r t a t i o n  f o r  the  

community, v o l u n t e e r  a ides f o r  the n i g h t l y  ESL c l a s s e s ,  and 

volun teers  to d i s t r i b u t e  c l o t h i n g  to pare n ts .  These s e r v i c e s  

are a v a i l a b l e  a t  any t ime and r e s u l t  in s tudents spending  

t h e i r  evenings ,  weekends and some days away from t h e i r  

studies and c lasses  to f u l f i l l  the commit tee's  o b l i g a t i o n s .

The goals of  the committee are to meet the immediate needs 

of  the students and the community; in doing so, the 

committee also f o s t e r s  a sense o f  o b l i g a t i o n  to the Hmong 

community and to each o t h e r .

The students  expec t  to s tay  in the Uni ted S t a t e s ,  

though not n e c e s s a r i l y  in Montana.  T h e i r  view of  America  

is that  "the people who l i v e  in  the USA have the b e s t  houses 

and the b ig ge s t  c o u n t r y .  They have ev er y t h in g  i m p o r t a n t . "

The Hmong view o f  freedom is t h a t  i t  a l lows one to do what  

one wants to do, s t a y  where one wants t o ,  be f r e e  to do what  

one be l i eves  and be f r e e  to work.  Freedom is a g a i n s t

communism and means being ab le  to ge t  away from somebody a

good place to s t ay  and be sa fe  where no one harms you.  One 

student  sa id t h a t  in Laos they were c a l l e d  Meo ( b a r b a r i a n ) ,  

but now they are c a l l e d  Hmong, which means f r e e .

In t a l k i n g  to the Hmong students  and observing them,  

one gets the impress ion t h a t  the students  are unaware o f  the  

problems they face and do not  y e t  understand what i s  expec ted  

of  them in t h i s  new l i f e  in  Montana.  The few who are aware  

of  the changes t h e i r  c u l t u r e  faces and the f u t u r e  i m p l i c a t i o n s
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to get  jobs and m a in t a in  the major  f e a t u re s  o f  t h e i r  c u l t u r e .  

They are eager  to accept  the b e n e f i t s  o f  American s o c i e t y ,  

e s p e c i a l l y  the a v a i l a b i l i t y  o f  an educ a t io n .  A few o f  the 

Hmong students e x e r t  themselves more than the others  to ge t  

an educ a t io n ,  not f o r  them se l ve s ,  but f o r  t h e i r  f a m i l i e s ,  and 

to help o t h e r  Hmong. Many o f  the students do not appear  to 

be ov er ly  e x e r t i n g  th em se l ve s ,  which may be because they do 

not understand how or  where they should be making the most 

e f f o r t ;  they are s t i l l  a d j u s t i n g  from t h e i r  r e l o c a t i o n  and 

the r e l a t i v e  boredom o f  l i f e  in  the camps, or  they are  f i n d i n g  

i t  too hard in school and f e e l  they were not meant to be 

doing school work.  This  encompasses the concept  o f  l u c k .

The impression o f  Hmong students  which came through the  

i n te rv ie ws  has been one o f  s e c r e t i v e n e s s , ambigui ty  or  

confusion.  The few who were w i l l i n g  to express themselves  

suggested t h a t  the s tudents  were involved  in groups l i k e  the  

band in o rder  to r e a s s e r t  t h e i r  i d e n t i t y  as Hmong. They have 

t r a d i t i o n a l  goals as f a r  as the o r g a n i z a t i o n  of  the f a m i l y  

and mar r iage .  T h e i r  d e s i r e  f o r  an educa t ion  conforms to 

the t r a d i t i o n a l  Hmong re ve re nc e  f o r  reading and w r i t i n g  

and the s ta tus  an ed u ca t i o n  co nf e rs .  The students are aware 

of  the d i f f e r e n c e s  between American and Hmong c u l t u r e s  and 

demonstrate a f l e x i b i l i t y  in  accept ing and r e j e c t i n g  behav io r  

and values from both.  At  t h i s  p o i n t  the Hmong s tudents  show 

a w i l l i n g n e s s  to a t te m p t  any th ing  in s c h o o l . . . t o  accept  

changes in t h e i r  b e h a v i o r ,  in  o rder  to get  along b e t t e r  in
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high school .  Y e t ,  a t  the same t i m e ,  they do not in tend to 

s u b s t i t u t e  what they do a t  school  f o r  t h e i r  i d e n t i t y  as 

Hmong, as symbol ized in  t h e i r  language ,  music and fa m i l y  

t i e s .  They show evidence o f  a c c u l t u r a t i o n ,  but  not  o f  

changing t h e i r  pr imary r e l a t i o n s h i p s  from Hmong to 'Amer ican'  

or  o f  being f u l l y  a s s i m i l a t e d .



CHAPTER 5 -  Assessment and Conclusions

The presence o f  the Lao Hmong refugees in  and around 

Mis sou la ,  Montana has c r e a t e d  problems f o r  the school  

system, the Hmong and, u l t i m a t e l y ,  f o r  the community.  The 

l a r g e  i n f l u x  o f  Hmong and Vietnamese refugees in 1980 in to  

Missoula schools found the school  a d m i n i s t r a t o r s  unprepared.  

Over the past  year  when the number o f  Hmong increased r a p i d l y ,  

the school d i s t r i c t s  r e l u c t a n t l y  began to respond to the 

problems developing in the classrooms due to the Hmong's 

i n a b i l i t y  to understand E n g l i s h .  Both school d i s t r i c t s  

e s t a b l i s h e d  an ESL program,  but  because o f  minimal  funding  

these programs are l ess than s a t i s f a c t o r y ,  employing only  

one f u l l - t i m e  ESL tea ch er  per  d i s t r i c t .  The high schools  

gained a p a r t - t i m e  t e ac h er  and a s tude nt  t ea ch er  in the spr ing  

which g r e a t l y  improved the a b i l i t y  o f  the program to adequate ly  

teach Eng l ish .  U n f o r t u n a t e l y ,  the plans are to e l i m i n a t e  

those two e x t r a  p o s i t io n s  n e x t  y e a r  and to cont inue  wi th  

only one ESL teacher  f o r  the e i g h t y - p l u s  students  r e tu r n in g  

t h i s  coming y e a r ,  along w i t h  the re fugees expected to a r r i v e  

throughout  the 1980-1981 academic y e a r .  For Missoula as a 

whole,  the Hmong po p u la t i o n  i s  expected to inc reas e  in number 

from e i g h t y  to over two hundred (Cherpao 6 / 2 0 / 8 0 ) .

The high schools'  a d m i n i s t r a t o r s  have j u s t i f i e d  t h e i r

8 6
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approach to the re fug ee  s i t u a t i o n  by arguing the v a l i d i t y  o f  

mainstreaming the r e f u g e e s .  The high schools have h e s i t a t e d  

to enact  the comprehensive programs o f  o th er  school systems,  

such as Spokane, Washington or  Monterey ,  C a l i f o r n i a  f o r  se ve r a l  

reasons.  They hope t h a t  the Engl ish problem can be worked 

o u t ,  in t ime ,  by b r i n g i n g  the refugees i n t o  close co ntac t  

wi th  the American s tudents  and by maximiz ing the re fugee s '  

exposure to r e g u l a r  s t u d e n t  b e h av io r .  The a d m i n i s t r a t o r s  

are a f r a i d  o f  accusa t ions  o f  d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  in fa vo r  o f  the  

Hmong i f  they c r e a t e  s p e c i a l  c lasses or  programs to a s s i s t  

the Hmong and do not  p r ov ide  s i m i l a r  s e rv ic e s  f o r  o t h er  

s tudent  groups.  The immediate problem is  fund ing .  There  

always seems to be some f e d e r a l  money on i t s  way, but  i t  has 

not y e t  a r r i v e d ,  and everyone i s  understandably  a f r a i d  to  

i n i t i a t e  a new program w i t h o u t  guaranteed fund in g .  However,  

an a c t i ve  e f f o r t  to apply  f o r  money to c r e a te  a comprehensive  

program f o r  non-Engl ish  speaking students i s  not  e v i d e n t .  

Funding f o r  refugee programs came through the Social  

R e h a b i l i t a t i o n  S er v i c es  and the Department  o f  Educat ion.

Through the Indochinese  C h i l d r e n ' s  A c t ,  Montana rece ived  

$ 4 0 , 0 00 .0 0  f o r  f i s c a l  y e a r  1980.  $ 8 , 0 0 0 . 0 0  o f  th is  went to

Missoula County High Schools and $18,000  went to Missoula  

D i s t r i c t  I based upon t h e i r  numbers of  re fugee s tudents .

The number o f  re fugees changed g r e a t l y  throughout  1980,  but  

the money did no t .  Missou la  appealed to the s t a t e  f o r  funding  

and o r g a n i z a t i o n a l  h e l p ,  but  the s t a t e  did not  consider  i t  

necessary a t  the s t a t e  l e v e l .  L a t e r  in the spr ing  o f  1980,
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the s t a t e  developed a p o s i t i o n  to deal w i t h  programs fo r  

refugees and to d i s t r i b u t e  a v a i l a b l e  S oc ia l  R e h a b i l i t a t i o n  

S e r v i c e s '  fund ing .

The ac t ions  o f  the a d m i n i s t r a t o r s  and te achers  w i t h i n  

the schools p o r t r a y  the range which p r e j u d i c e  may ta ke ,  

from open h o s t i l i t i e s  to i n d i f f e r e n c e  to p o s i t i v e  p a t r o n i z in g  

a s s i s t a n c e .  These pe rc ep t i on s  stem from a pronounced lack of  

i n f o r m a t i o n  about the Hmong. A few i n d i v i d u a l s  have made 

co ns id er ab le  personal  e f f o r t  to l e a rn  about  the Hmong.

Others have access to a c e r t a i n  amount o f  ba s ic  background 

i n f o r m a t i o n ;  however,  t h i s  knowledge does not  appear to be 

c i r c u l a t i n g .  Most o f  the teachers  are unaware o f  the e thnic  

i d e n t i t y  o f  t h e i r  re fugee s tudents  and have been unable or  

u n w i l l i n g  to spend t h e i r  own time f i n d i n g  ou t  about  them.

In the course of  t h i s  r e s e a r c h ,  i n d i v i d u a l s  commented on 

the f a c t  t h a t  teachers do not  g e n e r a l l y  ge t  to know the 

background o f  any of  t h e i r  s t ude nts .  This  may be t r u e ,  but  

they can assume a common c u l t u r a l  awareness and communicate 

wi th  t h e i r  r e g u l a r  s t u d e n ts ,  whereas the Hmong s t u d e n t ' s  

d i f f e r e n c e  from Americans is not only l i n g u i s t i c ,  but  

cul t u r a l  as w e l 1.

Schools operate  under the concept  o f  the U.S.  as a 

m el t i n g  pot  o f  e t h n i c  g roups . Through t i m e ,  e t h n i c  groups 

w i l l  d i s s o l v e  as d i s t i n c t  groups and meld i n t o  the American 

c u l t u r e ,  which w i l l  become r i c h e r  by adopt ing  s e le c t e d  

t r a i t s  from the new group.  This idea tends to p r o j e c t  the 

view t h a t  a new e t h n i c  group is  a temporary e n t i t y .  Given
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a c c u l t u r a t e  and f i n a l l y  a s s i m i l a t e .  The Hmong seem to be 

t r e a t e d  as a temporary problem. Once they l e a rn  E ng l is h ,  

a l l  o t h e r  d i f f e r e n c e s  can be worked ou t  or  ignored .  In l i g h t  

o f  t h i s ,  the development o f  e l a b o r a t e  programs around refugee  

se rv ic e s  would consume too much t i m e ,  energy and resources  

f o r  t h e i r  p r o j e c t e d  l i m i t e d  u t i l i z a t i o n .

The s i t u a t i o n  in  the high schools i s  not  as p rod uc t ive  

or  as h e l p f u l  as i t  could be.  The s tu de nt s  are placed in  

c lasses  they cannot  comprehend, they a re  p laced i n t o  c lasses  

f o r  which they do not have the e d u c a t i o n a l  background and 

they are passed from class to c lass on the basis  o f  good 

a t te n d a n c e ,  good a t t i t u d e s  and f o r  making an e f f o r t ,  more 

o f t e n  than an adequate understanding o f  the  s tud ents '  

comprehension o f  c lass m a t e r i a l s  and concepts .

In s h o r t ,  the schools have r ea c te d  to the refugee  

presence w i t h  inadequate  p lann ing .  Programs i n i t i a t e d  have 

been i n s u f f i c i e n t  due to t i m i d i t y  and h e s i t a t i o n  on the p a r t  

of  a d m i n i s t r a t o r s  to pursue a course which might  induce 

a l l e g a t i o n s  of  d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  in f a v o r  o f  the Hmong.

Funding has been d e f i c i e n t  and t h a t  has c u r t a i l e d  expansive  

programming; however,  determined e f f o r t s  to acqu i re  grants  

have not been e v i d e n t .  The major problem w i t h i n  the school  

system,  from a d m i n i s t r a t o r s  to t e a c h e r s ,  i s  a m at te r  of  

a t t i t u d e .  The refugee problems are seen as temporary and 

as long as t h i s  view is held impetus to combat them is  

a l l o c a t e d  to o t h e r  p r i o r i t y  problems.  P r e j u d i c e  and vandal ism
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among high school s tudents  i s  r a t i o n a l i z e d  as being  

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of  th_at age group.  The apparen t  s i n c e r i t y  

and indus t r iousness  o f  the Hmong students f u r t h e r  enforces  

the op in ion  t h a t  the bulk o f  the burden to ga in the necessary  

ed uca t io na l  and Engl ish s k i l l s  r es t s  w i th  the i n d i v i d u a l  

s t ude nts .  While the school a d m i n i s t r a t o r s  and teachers  must 

accept  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  the u l t i m a t e  co nd i t i on s  w i t h i n  

the schoo ls ,  the problems are not  a l l  t h e i r  f a u l t .  The lack  

o f  preparedness f o r  the s tude nts  as they a r r i v e d  in 1980 can 

in  p a r t  be c r e d i t e d  to the vague or n o n e x i s t e n t  in fo r m a t i o n  

the school systems re ce iv e d  from the r e l i e f  agencies deal ing  

wi th  the re fu ge e s ,  and the Hmong r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s ,  concerning  

the numbers and expected a r r i v a l  o f  re fu ge e s .  A ls o ,  the 

h e s i t a t i o n  to c r ea te  vast  new programs f o r  the Hmong because 

o f  po ss i b le  d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  charges must be respected as a 

re a l  danger wi th today 's  emphasis on absolute  e q u a l i t y  and 

the i n f l a t i o n a r y  economic c o n d i t io n s  which demand j u s t i f i c a ­

t i o n  f o r  any ad d i t io n s  to p u b l i c a l l y  funded i n s t i t u t i o n s .

A lso ,  a p o r t io n  o f  the e d u c a t io n a l  d i f f i c u l t i e s  must be 

shared by the Hmong themselves .

The Hmong came to Montana o r i g i n a l l y  w i t h  the i n t e n t i o n  

o f  r e t u r n i n g  to Laos. T h e i r  goal w h i l e  in the U.S.  was to 

ge t  an educa t ion  in order  to f u r t h e r  themselves in  Laos.

The Hmong concept o f  e d u c a t i o n ,  read ing and w r i t i n g  were 

i n f l u e n c e d  by the Chinese.  The Hmong reverence f o r  reading  

r e l a t e s  to the absence of  a known w r i t i n g  system f o r  the Hmong 

language.  Books possess power ,  and the i n d i v i d u a l  who can
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read gains s t a t u s .  The Hmong have taken advantage of  educa­

t i o n a l  f a c i l i t i e s  when a v a i l a b l e .  They cont inue to assess 

the value o f  w r i t t e n  i n f o r m a t i o n  in  terms of  t h e i r  t r a d i t i o n a l  

i d e o lo g y ,  e . g . ,  the s t u d e n t  who b e l i e v e d  school m a t e r i a l  

over t r a d i t i o n a l  knowledge because i t  i s  w r i t t e n  down.

Through much of  t h i s  r e s e a r c h ,  the Hmong appear  as the 

i nnocent  v i c t i m s ,  y e t  many o f  the d i f f i c u l t i e s  encountered  

r e s u l t  from c u l t u r a l  c o n f l i c t s ,  Hmong a t t i t u d e s  about  c h i l d r e n  

and l u c k ,  and t h e i r  d e s i g n a t i o n  o f  t h e i r  community's p r i o r i t i e s  

in t h e i r  r e l o c a t i o n  a d ju s tm e nt  to American l i f e  and t h e i r  

f l u c t u a t i n g  deal ings w i t h  Americans.  Hmong concepts o f  

c o r r e c t  and r e s p e c t f u l  b e h a v io r  have c rea ted  misunderstandings  

between teachers and s t u d e n t s .  The Hmong w i l l  say they  

understand when they do not  j u s t  to be p o l i t e .  The teachers  

do not  have the t ime to spend d i s c o v e r in g  i f  the s t ude nt  

does or does not a c t u a l l y  un de rs tand .  The teachers have to 

take the word of  the s tudent  and concent ra te  on the ones who 

do request  as s is ta n ce .

The Hmong view c h i l d r e n  as capable o f  adapt ing to  changing  

circumstances r a t h e r  e a s i l y .  Because o f  th is  the Hmong 

community is  c o n c e n t r a t in g  i t s  e f f o r t s  on supply ing a id  and 

reassurance to the e ld e r s  as they are exper ienc ing  problems  

in a d j u s t i n g  to t h e i r  secondary ro le s  in the U.S.  The 

c h i l d r e n  and young a d u l t s  may have some d i f f i c u l t i e s ,  but  the  

a t t i t u d e  is  t h a t  they w i l l  handle the problems and s u c c e s s f u l l y  

manipula te  t h e i r  opt ions  on t h e i r ,  own.

The Hmong have a n o t i o n  of  luck so t h a t  any i n d i v i d u a l
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may be h i t  wi th m is fo r t u n e  or  f a i l u r e  in  whatever  he t r i e s  

r egard les s  of  his e f f o r t  o r  i n t e l l i g e n c e ,  due to a s t a t e  o f  

being unlucky.  Another  i n d i v i d u a l ,  on the o t h e r  hand, may 

always be in the r i g h t  spo t  a t  the r i g h t  t ime because he is  

n a t u r a l l y  lucky .  When s t ude nts  f i n d  c e r t a i n  s tud ies  too 

d i f f i c u l t ,  they may r a t i o n a l i z e  t h e i r  l ack  o f  progress as 

the r e s u l t  o f  t h e i r  not  having a 'good i d e a ' ,  i . e . ,  being 

unlucky .  Hard work w i l l  no t  change i t ,  so the students  

r e l a x  t h e i r  e f f o r t s  or  q u i t  comp le te ly  and t r y  something 

e l s e .  This a t t i t u d e  impedes t h e i r  ed uc a t io na l  progress.

Students are expected to he lp  o t h e r  Hmong when c a l l e d  

upon as i n t e r p r e t e r s ,  d r i v e r s  o r  whatever .  T h e i r  parents  

and e ld ers  do not seem to s t r e s s  t h e i r  s t u d y in g .  Emphasis 

i s  placed on fam i ly  or group r e qu i r e m e nt s ,  not i n d i v i d u a l  

goa ls .  The more f l u e n t  s tude nts  are c o n s t a n t l y  c a l l e d  upon 

to give t h e i r  s e r v i c e s ,  which prevents  them from studying  

though i t  improves t h e i r  E n g l i s h .  The m a j o r i t y  o f  the 

pa r e n t s ,  being non-Engl ish sp eak ing ,  do not  know how to help  

the students  or when they should encourage s t u d y in g ,  because 

they do not  understand the school  s t r u c t u r e .  There is l i t t l e  

co nt a c t  between the te achers  and the Hmong p a r e n t s ,  so t h a t  

the pa re n t s '  understanding or  e x p e c ta t io n s  are not conveyed 

to  the te a c h e r s ,  nor are the te a c h e r s '  to the pa re n t s .

The Hmong also have a temporary no t io n  o f  the educa t iona l  

problems.  They assume t h a t  i f  they j u s t  keep working they 

w i l l  succeed.  They are very  c o n f i d e n t  o f  t h e i r  a b i l i t y  to 

make a l i v i n g  f o r  themselves and do not wish to appear sp ec i a l
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in  any way. T h e r e f o r e ,  they approach the school problems as 

u n fo r tu n a t e ,  but  not  something to which they w i l l  draw 

a t t e n t i o n  in o rde r  to remedy them.

Hmong students are r e a c t i n g  to s t re ss  in the schools  

through an organized group to lend whatever  assis tance or  

support  they can to each o t h e r  and to help each o ther  pursue  

f u t u r e  job and educ a t iona l  o p t i o n s .  Hmong students segrega te  

themselves from the r e s t  o f  the s tudents  which promotes a 

sense of  s e l f  and o t h e r  among the Hmong and maintains mis­

t r u s t  between American and Hmong s t u d e n t s .  As a group,  the 

Hmong students emphasize Hmong v a l u e s ,  language and customs,  

y e t  they p h i l o s o p h i c a l l y  accept  the many changes they are  

undergoing as the p r i c e  they must pay f o r  l i v i n g  in a host  

n a t i o n ,  and even express t h e i r  approva l  o f  the m a j o r i t y  o f  

these changes. A few s tudents  d i s p l a y e d  g r ea t  p e r c e p t i v i t y  

o f  some o f  the more s u b t l e  d i f f e r e n c e s  between Hmong and 

Americans; they appear to be able  to o b j e c t i v e l y  view each 

and then choose the one they th in k  i s  best  fo r  themselves  

wi th ou t  t h r e a t e n i n g  t h e i r  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  wi th  o ther  Hmong 

t r a i  t s .

In sum, the Hmong students  f i n d  themselves in a f o r e i g n  

envi ronment  w i t h i n  the schools o f t e n  w i t h o u t  an adequate  

educa t iona l  background or b e h a v i o r a l  o r i e n t a t i o n .  T h e i r  

Engl ish a c q u i s i t i o n  is  de layed because o f  minimal serv ices  

and an absence of  b i l i n g u a l  a ides  from whom pr imary concepts  

and ex pec ta t ion s  could be ga ined .  The Hmong r e a c t  to the school  

s i t u a t i o n  in t r a d i t i o n a l  ways,  by working hard,  but only i f



94

they fee l  c o n f i d e n t  o f  success in t h a t  p a r t i c u l a r  s u b j e c t .

To prevent  as much p u b l i c  a t t e n t i o n  as p o s s i b l e ,  problems  

are d e a l t  w i t h  by themselves.  Emphasis is  put  on p r e s e n t in g  

a good im pr ess ion ,  so problems or  d i f f e r e n c e s  are  glossed  

over .  Students are  not  a major  concern of  the Hmong 

community, which draws on the s t u d e n ts '  t ime and energy f o r  

f ami ly  or community s e r v i c e s .  The s t u d e n ts '  poor Eng l ish  

s k i l l s  serve to a l i e n a t e  them from the r e s t  o f  the s t u d e n t  

body, and the a l i e n a t i o n  i s  r e i n f o r c e d  by v o l u n t a r y  se gr eg a ­

t ion  of  the Hmong.

This th e s i s  began w i th  a d iscussion of  the q u a l i f i c a t i o n s  

and v a r i a b l e s  o f  an id ea l  model o f  a s s i m i l a t i o n  in which 

the e thnic  group ceases to e x i s t  as a se pa ra te  e n t i t y  and 

becomes i n d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e  from the host  s o c i e t y .  The 

research f o r  t h i s  paper was based on the assumpt ion t h a t  the  

Missoula,  Montana high schools have,  as p a r t  o f  the Un i ted  

States n a t i o n - s t a t e ,  the o b j e c t i v e  o f  c r e a t i n g  e f f e c t i v e  

c i t i z e n s  capable  o f  assuming expected a d u l t  r o l e s  in  t h i s  

so c i e ty .  In  d e s c r i b i n g  t h e i r  aims,  se vera l  a d m i n i s t r a t o r s  

used the term a s s i m i l a t i o n  to descr ibe  the d e s i r ed  outcome 

of  t h e i r  d e a l i n g s  w i t h  the Hmong. Whi le  the term a s s i m i l a t i o n  

was used, they d id not apply i t  as de f in ed  above,  bu t  q u a l i f i e d  

i t  in some way. They p r e d ic t e d  t h a t  the Hmong would e a t ,  

speak and dress l i k e  Americans,  but  r e t a i n  a minimal  number o f  

t h e i r  a r ts  and personal  ha b i t s  a t  home. They would r e t a i n  

Hmong t h i n g s ,  but  be Americans.  This does not  seem to be what  

is happening as t h e r e  e x i s t s  a c o n f l i c t  of  goals between
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Americans and Hmong. The Americans want to make Americans  

of  the Hmong, w h i l e  the Hmong do not  want to be j u s t  

American c i t i z e n s ,  but  to cont inue  as Hmong w i t h i n  America.

The d i s t i n c t i o n  here i s  on ly  one o f  degree o r  emphasis,  but  

i t  i s  a c r u c i a l  d i s t i n c t i o n  since e t h n i c  i d e n t i t y  depends 

upon a peop le 's  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  themselves in  r e l a t i o n  to o t h e r  

groups o f  peop le .  I f  the Hmong see themselves as d i f f e r e n t ,  

then they have not been a s s i m i l a t e d .

The Hmong have demonstrated a very i n t e r e s t i n g  w i l l i n g ­

ness to change and ad apt ,  i . e . ,  to a c c u l t u r a t e .  These changes 

do not appear to t h r e a t e n  t h e i r  sense o f  i d e n t i t y  as Hmong. 

There are c e r t a i n  aspects o f  Hmong c u l t u r e  which they are 

making s t rong e f f o r t s  to r e t a i n ;  t h e i r  l anguage ,  r e l i g i o n ,  

f a m i l y  u n i t y  and the emphasis on the group over  the i n d i v i d u a l .  

The Hmong are being pressured to d e f in e  t h e i r  c u l t u r e  to 

Americans,  which is  ex t rem e ly  d i f f i c u l t  f o r  any people .

T h e i r  d e s i r e  not  to o f fe n d  Americans and to r e t a i n  " face"  

in the p u b l i c  acknowledgement o f  t h e i r  customs,  which d i f f e r  

from ours ,  has r e s u l t e d  in a f r o n t  o f  u n i t y  and homogeneity  

among a l l  Missoula  Hmong even though they are  from vary ing  

subgroups,  r e l i g i o n s ,  l i n g u i s t i c  d i a l e c t s  and c la ns .  This  

has c u l t i v a t e d  an atmosphere of  secrecy and mystery around 

the Hmong and has promoted a boundary between Hmong and 

Americans,  a sense t h a t  one cannot ge t  to know the Hmong, l e t  

alone absorb them. On one occasion the Hmong are very open 

and e x p l i c i t  in  t h e i r  ex p l a na t i on s  o f  t h e i r  ways and another  

t ime they suddenly become vague,  p o l i t e  and assume c h a r a c t e r i s ­

t i c s  which they hope w i l l  p lease the Americans w i t h o u t
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emphasizing c u l t u r a l  d i f f e r e n c e s .  This f l u i d i t y  o f  the  

d e f i n i t i o n  of  'Hmong' lends some j u s t i f i c a t i o n  to the 

p r i n c i p a l ' s  comment t h a t  the Hmong have no c u l t u r e  to r e t a i n .  

T h e i r  c u l t u r e  changes to meet the immediate needs o f  the 

people .  Perhaps t h i s  e x p l a i n s  the success o f  t h e i r  e t h n i c  

i d e n t i t y  f o r  c e n t u r i e s  through numerous a c c u l t u r a t i v e  

i n f lu e n c e s  and c u l t u r e  change w i t h i n  o t h e r  dominant c u l t u r e s .  

Thus,  the de f i n in g  boundary mechanisms o f  being Hmong become 

e l u s i v e ,  but are no l ess  r e a l .  The Hmong work to g e t h er  to 

help each o ther  and a re  deve loping a sense of  a Hmong 

community where they c o l l e c t  f o r  s o c ia l  ev en ts ,  ceremonies,  

i n fo r m a t i o n  and where t h e i r  major  o b l i g a t i o n s  l i e .  Through 

the e f f o r t s  of  the schools  the Hmong high school students  are

being a c c u l t u r a t e d  to American l i f e .  The students are

consc iously  tak ing  on American behav io r  and a t t i t u d e s  and

g r e e t  most of  them as p o s i t i v e  changes.  This A m e r i c a n iz a t i o n

seems to serve as a means o f  p re s er v i n g  the core elements o f  

Hmong c u l t u r e .  The s tudents  go to school to get  an e d u c a t i o n ,  

a job and to l e a r n  how to be accepted in  American s o c i e t y  in  

o r d e r ,  u l t i m a t e l y ,  to be able  to preserve  t h e i r  t r a d i t i o n a l  

f a m i l y  o r g a n i z a t i o n ,  r e l i g i o n ,  language and i d e n t i t y  as 

Hmong.

The func t i on  o f  the schools is  to produce good c i t i z e n s ,  

which requ i res  e n c u l t u r a t i o n  in American i d e a l s ,  as wel l  as 

a basic  educat ion so t h a t  the students can be p roduc t ive  

economical l y  and as in formed c i t i z e n s .  I t  must be ques t ioned  

whether  the Hmong are r e c e i v i n g  t h i s  ed u c a t i o n .  The
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unst ruc tured methods f o r  e v a l u a t i n g  t h e i r  f u l f i l l m e n t  o f  

class requi rements f o r  promot ion to the next  grade and 

e v e n t u a l l y  out  o f  high school  a l low  f o r  the Hmong to pass 

through high sch oo l ,  f o r  the most p a r t ,  on t h e i r  a t tendance  

record .  T h e i r  l ack  o f  background i n f o r m a t i o n ,  minimal  

Engl ish s k i l l s  and t h e i r  emphasis on memor izat ion make the 

comprehension o f  concepts and problem so lv ing  f o r m i d a b l e .

Without  these s k i l l s  the Hmong do and w i l l  have very r ea l  

problems in a c h i e v i ng  the f u r t h e r  educat ion or  acceptance  

i n to  p r o f i t a b l e  job t r a i n i n g  programs needed to reach and 

mainta in  a s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t  l i f e .

In co nc l us i on ,  I see the Hmong as becoming a c c u l t u r a t e d , 

but not a s s i m i l a t e d .  I f  t h e i r  s tudent  and community 

o rg a n iz a t i o n s  cont inue  to f u n c t i o n  the Hmong w i l l  have a 

constant  source o f  r e f e r e n c e  toward e t h n i c  i d e n t i t y .  The 

Hmong may a c c u l t u r a t e  to the  p o i n t  t h a t  t h e i r  v a l u e s ,  b e l i e f s ,  

behavior  and even goals  become those of  the g r e a t e r  American  

s o c i e t y ,  but  I p r e d i c t  t h a t  t h e i r  pr imary sense o f  s e l f  w i l l  

stem from being Hmong and t h e i r  pr imary r e l a t i o n s h i p s  w i l l  

evolve around o th er  Hmong, s i m i l a r  to the Ch inese -Amer icans .

They may become Hmong-Americans. Th a t ,  I t h i n k ,  is the  

op to m is t ic  r e s u l t .  I t  a l l ow s  f o r  a p rod uc t ive  l i f e  f o r  the  

Hmong, minimal p r e j u d i c e  and d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  between groups  

and generates v i a b l e  c i t i z e n s  f o r  the U.S.  But ano ther  r e s u l t  

may occur j u s t  as e a s i l y .  The Hmong w i l l  r e t a i n  t h e i r  i d e n t i t y ,  

but as the r e s u l t  o f  n e g a t i v e  f a c t o r s .  The less than p e r f e c t  

educa t iona l  suppor t  they are r e c e i v i n g  a t  present  plus the
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e f f e c t s  o f  in c re a s in g  p r e j u d i c e  by Americans in a c o n s e r v a t i v e ,  

r e l a t i v e l y  homogeneous, Montana popu la t io n  dur ing econ om ic a l l y  

t i g h t  t imes emphasize the Hmong presence as r e f u g e e s ,  w e l f a r e  

r e c i p i e n t s  and an economic burden to the community.  I f  the 

Hmong do not  get  good comprehensive a id  now to f a c i l i t a t e  

t h e i r  movement to s e l f - s u f f i c i e n c y ,  t h e i r  independence w i l l  

be delayed and t h e i r  s e pa r a t e  s ta tu s  w i l l  be the e f f e c t  o f  

pr e j u d i c e  and f e a r  and w i l l ,  in  t u r n ,  promote p r e j u d i c e  and 

f e a r .  The Hmong in te n d  to cont inue  teaching t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  

to speak Hmong and i f  they are  su c c e s s fu l ,  w i l l  r e q u i r e  a 

cont inued ESL program or  a b i c u l t u r a l  program. I f  the Hmong 

are not helped now we s h a l l  be suppor t ing them f o r  some t ime  

to come a t  a g r e a t  loss to t h e i r  esteem and a t  a g r e a t  

d i s s e r v ic e  to our own c u l t u r a l  growth and. e n r i c h m e n t .
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AP P E N D I X  I

QUESTIONNAIRE

Please answer the f o l l o w i n g  quest ions as h o n e s t l y  as you can.

1. What is  your  f a m i l y  name and l in e a g e ? ________ _________

2.  What is  your  sex? Male  _____  Female ' ' ' ' Age?

3. Are you s i n g l e  ____, m a r r i e d _ __, w i d o w ( e r ) _____

di vorced_ ?

4.  Do you have any ch i ldre r i?__________________ ___________________

5.  Where d id  you l i v e  in Laos?__________________ ___________ ______

6.  Did you l i v e  in a town or  in a country  b e fo r e  your

move to re fugee  camps?__________________________________________

7. How many b r o t h e r s  and s i s t e r s  do you have?____________________

8. How many are o l d e r  than you?____ Are they boys or g i r l s ?

9.  Who are you l i v i n g  w i t h  in  Missoula?______________________

10. What is your  r e l i g i o u s  p r e fe rence? ________________________

I f  you have been b a p t i z e d ,  when was t h a t ? _______________

Were your  pare n ts  a lso  ba p t i zed ?__________________________

11. Are your  parents  a l i v e ? _____________________________________

12. Are they s t i l l  i n  Laos or  Th a i l and?_______________________

13. Did your  parents  ever  go to school?_______ Where and fo r

how long?................... ..................... ......................... ......................................

14.  Did your  grandparents  ever  go to school?_________________
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15. I f  you are s t a y i n g  wi th  r e l a t i v e s  o t h e r  than your

p a r e n t s ,  d id they ever  go to school?

16. How are they r e l a t e d  to your  parents?

17. Had you ever  gone to school be fore  you came to Missoula?

18. Where, when, how long,  and what c lasses  did you take

i f  you have gone to school be fore  you came here?

19. What grade in school are you now in?

20. How long have you been in the U.S.?

21 . How long have you been l e a r n in g  Eng l ish?

22. What o t h e r  languages can you speak?

23. What o t h e r  languages can you read?

24. L i s t  the c lasses  you are tak ing  t h i s  q u a r t e r .

25. What are your  f a v o r i t e  classes and why?

26. Do you watch T . V . ?  What programs do you l i k e ?

27. How do you qe t  to school?

28. Do you e a t  the school lunch?

29. What do you l i k e  to eat?

What i s  good about the lunches?

What i s  bad about the lunches?

30. What do vou want to do when you f i n i s h  school?
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31. Do you plan on g r ad ua t i ng  from high school?__________

32.  W i l l  you teach your  c h i l d r e n  Hmong? Why or  why not?

33.  Are you tak ing  the c lasses  you want to take? I f  no t ,  

why n o t ? _____________________________

34. Do you l i k e  P.E.? Why or  why n o t ? ___________________

35. What changes would you l i k e  to see in s c h o o l ? ______
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INTERVIEWS 

Hmong Parents

1. What do you t h i n k  i s  most impo r ta n t  f o r  the s tudents  to 

1 earn?

2. What kinds o f  th in g s  should boys ( g i r l s )  l e a r n  in school?

3. Do boys and g i r l s  need the same amount o f  educa t ion? Why?

4.  Is there any t r o u b l e . w i t h  American students  in schools?

5. Why should the Hmong go to school? What can school do 

f o r  them?

6. What do you l i k e  about  school? What is  there  t h a t  you 

do not l i k e  about  school?

7. What does freedom mean to you?

8. Do.Hmong paren ts  he lp  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  go to school? In  

what ways?

9.  Is schoolwork the  most impo r ta n t  a c t i v i t y  f o r  the s t u d e n t  

or is  he lp ing  r e l a t i v e s  most important?

10.  Is there anyone in  your  f a m i l y ,  in  p a r t i c u l a r ,  who is  

expected to ge t  an educat ion?

11. Do students l e a r n  th ings d i f f e r e n t  from what you or  the  

elders have t o l d  them?

12.  What does i t  take  to do wel l  in  school?

13.  What is the reason f o r  not doing we l l?

14. Have the Hmong changed s ince they came to the Uni ted  

States? Is i t  good or  bad?

I l l
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15. What about  the Hmong do you want the c h i l d r e n  to  

remember?

16. Are ther e  any problems because the c h i l d r e n  a re  going  

to school here?

17. How much ed uc a t io n  do they need?

18. Is knowledge an i n f i n i t e  or  f i n i t e  mat ter?

19. Do the s tudents  study a f t e r  school?

20. Would you move w i th  your  c h i l d r e n  i f  they found a job  

somewhere e lse?
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INTERVIEWS 

School A d m in i s t r a to r s

1. How many Hmong are in  your  school?

a. ages - -

b. c lasses - -

c. sex

2.  How are they doing?

a. progress - -

b. are they understanding the assignments,  l e c t u r e s ,  

reading - -

c. how are they p laced - -

3.  Do you have any s p e c i a l  programs f o r  them?

a. what programs - -

b. how were these developed - -

c. are they s u c c e s s f u l ;  i f  so,  why so - -

d. i f  not  s u c c e s s f u l ,  why not  - -

4. Are there  any be ha v io r  problems wi th  the Hmong?

a. r e l a t i o n s  w i t h  o t h e r  k i d s - -

- f i g h t i n g ,  t e as in g

b. d i s c i p l i n e  - -

c. a t tendance - -

d. dress

e . a t t i t u d e s  - -

1 1 3
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f .  work - -

g. do they ask 'why'  qu es t ions  - -

5.  Do they show any s p e c i a l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  or tendencies?

6.  Are there  any d i f f e r e n c e s  in  the work and behav io r  o f  

boys and g i r l s ?

7. Do you have co nt a c t  w i t h  the parents?

a. on what basis  - -

b. are they a c t i v e l y  i n v o l v e d ,  do they suppor t  and 

encourage t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  - -

8.  Have you any I n d ia n  s tude nts  in  school?

a. how does your  ex pe r i e nc e  w i t h  them compare w i th  

the Hmong--

i . e .  -  t a l k i n g ,  peer  p re ss ur e ,  f a m i l y  - -

9.  How do you fe e l  about  the  Hmong?

- t h e i r  ed uc a t io n ,  a b i l i t i e s ,  a t t i t u d e s ,  r e l i a b i l i t y ,  

s t a b i l i t y ,  a s s i m i l a t i o n ,  f u t u r e  - -

10.  Are there  any r e o c c u r r i n g  comments by teachers?

11.  Any spec ia l  inc idences?

12.  Others you suggest  I might  t a l k  wi th?
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INTERVIEWS 

Hmong Students

AT. What d id you hear about  school in  the U.S.  w h i l e  s t i l l  

in camp in Thai land?

2. Did you discuss w i th  o t h e r  young people what  school  

would be l i k e ?

3. Did you prepare y o u r s e l f  f o r  school here? How?

B1. How are you doing in  each o f  your  c lasses? Do you

understand your  c lasses? I f  no t ,  is  the problem 

E n g l i s h ,  or  the sub jec t?

2.  How much would you say you understand o f  what  the 

t each er  says in class?

3. How do you expec t  to l e a r n  the m a t e r i a l  presented in 

c lass? By memorizing? By d iscussion and comparison? 

By read ing  many books? Through i n s p i r a t i o n ?

4.  What do you t h i n k  is  most im por tan t  to l ea rn ?

5.  What kinds o f  th ings  should boys ( g i r l s )  l e a r n  in

s c h o o l?

6.  Do boys and g i r l s  need the same amount o f  educat ion?  

Why?

Cl .  Who are your  c l o s e s t  f r i e n d s ?  Are any o f  your  f r iends  

Americans? Do you fe e l  f r e e  to s t a r t  a conversa t ion  

w i t h  American kids or  your  teachers?

1 1 5



1 1 6

2. Is the re  any t r o u b l e  w i t h  the o t h e r  kids in school?

3. What is the d i f f e r e n c e *  i f  any,  between Hmong and 

American students? Between Hmong and Americans?

4.  How do Missoula schools compare to your  concept ion o f  

what schools should be l i k e ?

5.  What do you l i k e  about  your  teachers  here? What do you 

d i s l i k e ?

6.  Why are you going to school? What can school do f o r  you?

7. What about school do you l i k e ?  What about school do you 

not l i k e ?

D1. What does freedom mean to you?

2.  How do your  parents he lp  you go to school? Do your  

parents  consider  your  school  work your  most important  

a c t i v i t y ,  or do they t h i n k  t h a t  he lp ing  your  r e l a t i v e s  

i s  most important? Do they scold you when you do not  

do we l l  in school? Do they reward you i f  you do we l l?

Do they compare your  achievements w i t h  those o f  o ther  

young people in the f a m i l y  or  among close r e l a t i v e s ?

3. Is th e r e  anyone in your  f a m i l y ,  in p a r t i c u l a r ,  who is  

expected to get  an educa t ion?

4.  Do you b e l i e v e  what you are t o l d  in class?

5. Is what you l e a r n  in c lass  d i f f e r e n t  from what your  

parents  or  grandparents eve r  t o l d  you? Give an example.  

Which do you th ink  i s  c o r r e c t ?  Why?

6.  Have you ever  been t o l d  s t o r i e s  about the Hmong g e t t i n g  

an educat ion?
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7. Do you t h i n k  i t  is your  p a r e n t s ’ f a u l t  i f  you do not  do 

wel l  in school? Do you t h i n k  i t  is  the f a u l t  o f  the  

ancestors f o r  not  sending you a more i n t e l l i g e n t  soul?  

Do you t h i n k  i t  is because you are not work ing hard  

enough? Do you t h i n k  i t  is because you are lu ck y  or  

unlucky? I f  the l a s t ,  is  there  anything you can do 

about i t ?

8. Is knowledge a f i n i t e  body o f  data t h a t  e x i s t s  a l r e a d y  

and i t  i s  f o r  you to acqu i re  t h i s  from a p p r o p r i a t e  

sources? Or i s  knowledge an i n f i n i t e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of  

understanding l i f e  and the un iverse  to which each 

g e n e r a t io n ,  and each i n d i v i d u a l ,  c o n t r i b u t e s ,  b u i l d i n g

on what has gone b e f o r e ,  but  never  exhaust ing  the

possi b i 1 i t i  es?

9.  What is  the f u t u r e  o f  the Hmong?

10. Have the Hmong changed s ince  they came to the U .S .?

How? Is  t h i s  change good or  bad?

11. What about the Hmong do you want your  c h i l d r e n  to know 

and remember?

12.  Who do you want  to l i v e  w i th  a f t e r  you are mar r ied?

13. I f  you went to school in Laos,  what are the d i f f e r e n c e s  

between school  the re  and here in Missoula?

14. What do you do a f t e r  school and on weekends?

15.  What are you doing t h is  summer?
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A P P E N D I X  V
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Figure 1.  Montana Refugee Pop u la t ion  1975-1980 Breakdown by 
e t h n i c  group ( f i g u r e s  r e p r e s e n t  a p p r o x i m a t i o n s ) .  Lao (Hmong) . . .  
90%, V i e tnamese . . . 1 0 % ,  Khmer Cambodian. . . 0 % .
Compiled by the Lao Family Community,  I n c . ,  M is sou la ,  Montana.  
May, 1980.
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Appendix VI 

TABLE 2. WESTERN MONTANA REFUGEES 

S t a t i s t i c s  May, 1980*

CAMBODIAN VIETNAMESE LAO/HMONG

EMPLOYABLE AGE: 1 5 43 Employed
15 396 Unemployed

PUBLIC ASSISTANCE: 24 525 Cash Ass is tance
0 2 Medical  Only
6 9 Food Stamps Only
5 14 SSI

OTHER FAMILY
MEMBERS EMPLOYED: 2 5 Secondary Wage

Earner
11 21 F u l 1-T i  me

4 11 P a r t - T i  me

EDUCATION 9 1 20 Voca t iona l
ENROLLMENT School

8 63 High School
21 1 32 El erne nta ry

AGE DISTRIBUTION 1 5 136 Over age 30 -
14 198 Age 21-30
15 97 Age 16-20
11 78 Age 11-15
10 74 Age 6-10

3 95 Age 0-5

39 337 Male
29 341 Female
68 678 TOTAL

♦Compiled by the Lao Fami ly Community,  I n c . ,  M issou la ,  Montana - 
May, 1980.
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