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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

During my time working at a small, private college on the outskirts of a major
metropolitan area in the Upper Midwest, I found out some unusual information. I learned
that this college had a large group of Hmong students on campus that were not receiving
English as a second language (ESL) services. Many of the students had received ESL
services at the K-12 level but did not need them at the postsecondary level. In fact, there
were no ESL services on campus and most Hmong students were thriving as students in
the environment. This was of interest to me because I have instructed many ESL students
in my career and ESL students usually continue to struggle with at least some academic
skills when they move on to higher education. This is true of many students because of
the differences in instruction and setting from high school to postsecondary education
(Harklau, 2000). These Hmong students were different from many other ESL students
who have been studied, and I wanted to learn why.
Many Hmong students usually go through years of ESL support in their early
school years in order to learn academic English, if they have spoken Hmong in their
households. Some of these students were born in the United States and their families still
speak Hmong at home. Other Hmong students in this group may have been in refugee
camps and then moved to the United States later in life. People that fall into this category
of living in refugee camps and then moving to the United States later are called
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“Generation 1.5". These students have completed at least their secondary schooling in
the United States and have been taught only in English (di Gennaro, 2008). Throughout
their K-12 school years, they may be put into many different ESL support models in
order to help them successfully move completely into the mainstream classroom. Not all
students reach this last step in their public school years. The decision to exit students
from ESL services into mainstream classes is based on standardized testing and the
overall ability of the students to continue their education at the same level as native
English speakers in their class. Every school district has specific qualifications that
students need to meet in order to exit the ESL program. These programs all differ
slightly in the steps students need to take in order to exit ESL. This means that
sometimes ESL students are exited from ESL programs before they should be exited.
Because of this, these students may struggle more than other students in college settings.
In fact, they may not succeed. In either case, whether successful or not, after the ESL
students have been mainstreamed, very few people ask them what they learned in these
ESL classes. But I had questions about these successful students because I have worked
with students who have needed more ESL support as they continue on to college. I
wondered how these students that successfully transitioned into college viewed their time
in ESL classes. Some of my questions were:


How did these Hmong students perceive their ESL support in K-12
education?



What factors influenced these perceptions?
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What recommendations would these Hmong students have for ESL
services based on their experiences?

This chapter introduces the idea that we can learn information about our ESL services in
K-12 by looking at those who have experienced them and, in fact, successfully completed
them.
Hmong Students in Minnesota
From the 2000 census data, there are roughly 38,000 Hmong people living in the
Minneapolis/St. Paul metropolitan area. (U.S. Census, 2000). Hmong people began to
come to the United States of America around 1975. Many of these families moved here
from Laos after the Indochina Migration and Refugee Assistance Act (Vang, 2008). Due
to this Act and others similar to it, Minnesota has a large concentration of Hmong
families with the largest group residing in the Twin Cities (U.S. Census, 2000). Many of
the Hmong in Minnesota have been born here or moved here at a young age and went to
most of their schooling in Minnesota. Although Hmong students progress through K-12
education with a graduation rate of 31.1%, the percent of Hmong students continuing on
to receive their bachelor‟s degree is low-11.9% (U.S. Census, 2000). The students that
have continued on to pursue a four-year degree will be the Hmong students I am focusing
on in my study.
Transition to Postsecondary Education
For this group of students that continue on to a four-year degree after successfully
finishing school, there can be difficulties making the jump from high school to college.
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Information about students is often not shared from the secondary school on to the
postsecondary institutions (Harklau, 2000). Students that have received ESL services in
secondary school will many times be placed into courses that are designed for
international students at the same postsecondary institution (Harklau, 2000). When
groups of students with very different language learning backgrounds are grouped
together, it makes it difficult to help all the students adequately. A student that grew up
in the United States and did most of his or her education here with the support of ESL
services has different needs than an international student that grew up in a different
country. The student who grew up in the United States understands American culture
and many social interactions that come along with this culture. An international student
may be able to read academic English quite well, but is likely lacking in the pragmatic
knowledge of the United States. These students need different support to help them
succeed in a postsecondary setting (Reid, 1997).
Social roles and identity play a major part in how a student transitions from high
school into college (Rodby, 1999). This is important to note because the feelings of
insecurity students might feel in their grasp of English carry on into the work they do at
the college level (Harklau, Losey, & Siegal, 1999). Students can also feel that being
identified as an ESL student is insulting to their character and knowledge of English
(Blanton, 1999). These attitudes can lead students to not work as hard in the
postsecondary education system. This could ultimately lead to them failing courses in
college. As a result, both external and internal struggles make the transition into
postsecondary education difficult for these students.
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Role of the Researcher
In my particular situation, I am a member of the faculty that works with students
interested in teaching English as a foreign language overseas in the future. I also work
with students that hope to teach ESL in K-12 classrooms in the United States. Some of
these students have been in ESL programs in K-12, but many have not. I want to know
ways that I can add information to the curriculum to better help ESL teachers in the
future. Inspecifically particular, I teach courses in ESL methods; therefore, I want to be
able to give them some examples of ways ESL students in the K-12 system eventually
had enough English skills in order to go on to the university level without needing ESL
support services and were successful in completing that coursework. In addition, I
would like to hear things that the Hmong students really felt made their ESL experience
better. I understand that there are many factors that make up a person‟s complete school
experience, but I would like to find some commonality in these, in regards to ESL. I feel I
could also share this information with other ESL-educating peers who may be able to use
this information to help ESL students in their classrooms. I feel that there should be a
tangible reason that all of these students have been so successful in their education and I
want to share that information with others so they can also find ways to address that
reason with their ESL students. I believe that is where my bias lies; there should be at
least one evident rationale that I can find to give evidence to why these students have
achieved what so many other ESL students could not.
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Summary
This study will focus on the perceptions of undergraduate Hmong college students
in regards to their K-12 ESL experience. The reflection on students‟ past K-12 ESL
experiences could give insight on ways in which to facilitate ESL students' success in the
future. Asking these questions at an age when the participants can still remember their
experience but they have now left that familiarity and moved to a new point in their life is
helpful in finding out the feelings and beliefs behind the experience. I can review the
factors that undergraduate Hmong students believe influenced their eventual successful
change from ESL to mainstream classes during their formative years; this can be a way to
find commonalities among this particular group of students. Therefore, a few
recommendations can be given in order to offer guidance in developing curriculum for
the undergraduate students who are preparing to teach ESL students in the future.
Chapter Overviews
In Chapter One, I discussed the purpose, necessity, and significance of this study.
The specific context of the study was shared as well as the role, background, assumptions
and partiality of the researcher. In Chapter Two, I present a review of literature that is
applicable to this study. Chapter Three includes an account of the research design and
methodology that guides this particular study. Chapter Four provides the results found in
this study. In Chapter Five, I reflect on the data that has been gathered. Subsequently, I
discuss the limits of the study, suggestions for further research and recommendations for
other educators in the ESL field.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW

Overview
This study examines how Hmong undergraduate students perceive their ESL
support in K-12 education because I believe this will give some background on why they
successfully continued on to college. In order to do this, I look at studies about how
Hmong culture relates to the American education system in order to understand it better. I
also review several support factors for ESL students, such as the role of the students‟
teachers, peers, and personal sensitivities of the educational system they experienced.
These factors could positively or negatively impact the experience of Hmong ESL
learners. The literature suggests that there are many causes that could transform the
perception a student might have about their ESL experience in K-12 education.
Hmong Culture
Since the arrival of the Hmong have been in the United States since 1972, they
have worked to keep specific cultural influences and ceremonies part of their life in the
U.S. (Vang, 2008). The Hmong that reside in Minnesota came mainly from Laos after
the Vietnam War (Vang, 2008). Many of the traditional clans, or groups of people with
the same lineage that usually have the same last name, work together in the community
as a family (Vang, 2008; Miyares, 1997). This model is a direct result of the Hmong
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belief that larger emphasis should be placed on the family and community, rather than on
an individual. Everyone works together because everything belongs to the household
(Hvitfelt, 1986; Vang, 2008). This, of course, is quite the opposite of American society,
where emphasis is placed on an individual. Americans may make incorrect assumptions
about the culture of Hmong people. Perhaps because of this, Hmong culture is portrayed
by American culture as a premodern society as compared to America‟s modern one (Ngo
& Lee, 2007). The Hmong culture‟s focus on family over the individual also can bring
up the issue of ethnic identity because they are now living in a country where the
spotlight on the individual is the norm (Ngo & Lee, 2007). Displaying ethnic identity
shows pride in one‟s ethnic affiliation (Bosher, 1997). For example, performing a special
ceremony from one‟s native culture helps the individual understand the culture better and
feel more a part of that culture. Hmong children who do not have this sense of purpose
or belonging may not experience a sense of accountability or responsibility to their elders
and traditions; consequently, they estrange themselves from that indigenous culture of
their family (Bosher, 1997). The concept of ethnic identity is an important piece to
remember when looking at these Hmong college students in the study. How attached
were they to their indigenous culture during their K-12 schooling and how did that affect
their academic ability? Altschul, Oyserman, and Bybee studied Racial-Ethnic Identity
and found that if a teenager more closely identifies with their REI and also feels that
same group is identified with academic attainment, they will do better in school (2006).
This study was only done on African American and Latino students unlike the Hmong
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population I am studying. Nevertheless, their study brings up the idea that ethnic identity
and your one‟s opinion about that identity might affect one‟s academic behavior.
Hmong Educational Issues
Of the numerous research studies on Hmong students in the American school
system, some have found that Hmong students struggle more while other studies have
shown that they excel in the classroom. I will give a brief overview from both sides of
the issue in order to best understand the positives and negatives that the Hmong college
students in this study may have experienced during their time in K-12 education.
Perceived Difficulties in the Classroom
Traditionally, the Hmong did not have a formal education system similar to the
one in the United States in Laos (Vang, 2008). Teaching was done through children‟s
observation of their parents and other leaders in the clan (Hvitfelt, 1986). Therefore, the
transition to the American school system can be difficult for Hmong students because the
teaching system in the United States is so different than that from the Hmong system
(Ngo & Lee, 2007). This could play a factor in the low number of students graduating
from high school. According to the U.S. Census in 2000, 59 percent of Hmong
Americans over the age of 24 have less than a high school education.
Parents of Hmong students also can affect the way that Hmong students view and
achieve education. They may be more accustomed to the educational system that they
used growing up. They may want their children to succeed, but they may not necessarily
take an active role in their learning. Sometimes they are unaware about the role of the
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school versus the role of the parent in the American school system. This unawareness
may bring conflict between Hmong parents and their children. The conflict between
parents and children may occur because of the differing information from the media
sources and the peer pressure these Hmong students experience outside their home (Thao,
2003). For example, parents may have beliefs based on their culture, but their children
may feel they should be able to make their own decisions based on their beliefs from
American culture. A rift could develop between the parents and children that can have a
negative effect on the parents‟ perception of their children‟s education and can ultimately
change their children‟s perception of education. McNall, Dunnigan, and Mortimer
(1994), who interviewed Hmong parents during their research on Hmong students in the
St. Paul School district, explain,
The parents felt that they were being denied the right to exercise authority over
their children, and no one was assuming this essential function. They wanted the
teachers-and even the police-either to support parental authority or to assume
control themselves, and this was not being done. Indeed, the respondents believed
that communication between Hmong parents and teachers was particularly poor.
(p. 56)
This article shows that the parents interviewed for the piece did not have a positive view
of their children‟s educational superiors. If this damaging opinion was shared with the
Hmong children, those children might also view school in a negative light.
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Another difficulty for some Hmong students may be the struggle they have
balancing their somewhat culturally unique home obligations with their school ones
(Portes & Rumbaut, 2006). In her study of high school Hmong students in Wisconsin,
Lee observed that these particular Hmong students are generally relied upon by their
parents to do things such as work outside the home, take care of the younger children,
and interpret things for their parents (2001). When students have so much to do and feel
like they are being counted on by their family, these students may just give up on school
work in order to finish their other tasks at home (Lee, 2001). These circumstances can
lead to students not doing as well in school. The amount of work expected on a student
at home might also lead to the student not continuing on to higher education.
Perceived Achievements in the Classroom
There has also been research done showing the strengths of Hmong students in an
American classroom. Despite the challenges Hmong students may face in American
classrooms (Vang, 2008; Goldstein, 1988; Ogbu, 1987), some research shows that they
are succeeding more today than they have in the past twenty years . One explanation for
this is the Hmong community‟s belief that education is the way out of poverty (Hutchison
& McNall, 1994). This stems back to when the Hmong were in Laos and very few
people were able to go to school until the government of that time, the Royal Laotian
Government, needed the Hmong to support them while they were in power (McNall, et
al., 1994). The Laotian Government did not want to fight the Hmong. They wanted the
Hmong to live peacefully among them. In order to stop the fighting, they suggested that
the Hmong support them in their government position. In return, they would allow
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Hmong children to go to school and would allow the Hmong to have some authority in
their government. This Hmong support of the Royal Laotian Government allowed some
Hmong people to go to school and gave them more influence in the Royal Laotian
Government. This situation connected education to power for the Hmong and that
principle continues in their culture today (McNall, et al. 1994). The Hmong still see
education connected to power and influence in a society (McNall, et al.1994).
Hmong students who are able to relate both to American society and still retain
their Hmong culture have been found to be most successful in the classroom (McNall et
al. 1994; Thao, 2003). The students that can incorporate both their family‟s culture and
the mainstream society‟s culture will do better in both in school and other areas of their
life (McNall, et al. 1994). In fact, those who assimilate too much to American culture
may lose their sense of identity and not be as successful academically (Bosher, 1997).
These students are able to perform well in a school system that follows American culture
and come home and live by the culture and lifestyle that a Hmong family abides by from
their ethnic background (McNall, et al. 1994).
Educational Support Factors
There are multiple areas in the educational system that may help or hinder a
student‟s success in the classroom. These may deal with everything from the teacher‟s
instructional method to the student‟s perception of his or her school system. In this
section, I will briefly review some of the key educational support factors that could
positively or negatively affect an ESL student‟s ability to succeed in the K-12 system.
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ESL Support Models
Although there are multiple titles given to the program that supports students
learning English as their non-native language, I will use the term English as a Second
Language (ESL) to refer these services in this paper. The general purpose of ESL
support is to help students learn how to function at an academic grade level that is
appropriate for their age.
There are multiple models that may be used in order to best serve ESL students.
One model is a pull-out model: An ESL teacher takes ESL students out of the
mainstream classroom and works with them in a small group setting (Peregoy & Boyle,
2005; Minnesota Department of Education, 2005). This works best when there are not
many ESL students in a school. The pull-out model is most common in elementary
schools (Minnesota Department of Education, 2005). Another model that is practiced in
Minnesota schools is the inclusion model. This is when an ESL teacher goes into the
mainstream classroom and co-teaches with the mainstream teacher (Minnesota
Department of Education, 2005). Inclusion works best with classrooms that have many
ESL students that need support. Still another model that is utilized is the Content-Based
ESL instruction model. This model is used when the ESL teacher and the mainstream
teacher collaborate over what content area information should be taught to an ESL
student and how to help the students grasp the concept at their English level (Peregoy &
Boyle, 2005; Minnesota Department of Education, 2005; DelliCarpini, 2008). Any of
these forms may be used in different situations and each school is able to design a
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program that best fits their students‟ needs (Minnesota Department of Education, 2005;
Peregoy & Boyle, 2005).
The ESL Teacher
One of the main factors that contributes to the success of a student is the teacher.
Studies have shown that teachers can have large amounts of influence over their students,
especially culturally diverse students (Tucker, Porter & Reinke, 2005). The teacher may
be the main adult contact a student has outside their family. While studying high school
ESL students, Roessingh (2006) found that it is necessary for teachers to show they care
for the student and set up an environment that allows the students and parents to trust him
or her. In doing this, the teacher helps the student feel more relaxed in the classroom,
which allows for more learning to take place. . If the students feel comfortable and are
learning a lot in the classroom, it is more likely they will learn more in schoolTherefore,
trust between a teacher and student is a factor in students‟ academic successes (Corrigan
& Chapman, 2008).
Teachers must work to create realistic expectations for their students in order to
ensure that the students can reach them, which is likely to improve their self-concepts
(Sciarra & Ambrosino, 2011). If the students can reach those expectations, it is more
likely to improve their self-concept (Obiakor, 1999). While studying the perceptions
ESL elementary students have on their own ability to learn, Rodriguez, Ringler, O‟Neal,
& Bunn (2009) found that having a positive self-concept can help students overcome
educational obstacles and have higher educational achievement..
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In their research of teacher characteristics and the correlation of their likelihood to
refer a student for behavior issues, Meijer and Foster have also shown that a teacher with
an optimistic self-efficacy can positively influence a student‟s academic performance
(1988). Self-efficacy is defined as a person‟s belief in his or her ability to succeed in a
particular situation (Zimmerman, Bandura, & Martinez-Pons, 1992). Teachers first need
to be confident in their own ability to teach the particular curriculum to the particular
students. If a teacher believes that he or she can change a student‟s learning by focusing
more effort to meet a student‟s needs by diversifying their teaching techniques, it is more
likely that the student will improve academically (Gibson & Dembo, 1984; Meijer &
Foster, 1988). Students may then improve their academic skills because the teacher is
instructing them in the most beneficial way, according to their learning style. If a student
feels that the teacher cares that the student does well by trying to meet that student‟s
needs in the classroom, it is more likely that the student will also try to reach higher
academic goals. Therefore, it is important to consider the role of the teacher in a
student‟s perception of their educational experience.
The Student‟s Perception of School
Another factor that influences student success is a student‟s self-efficacy. While
they were researching children‟s perceived academic self-efficacy, Jinks and Morgan
(1999) learned that really students of different cultural backgrounds, although they did
not specifically study ESL students, can be affected by the confidence he or she hasthey
have or is are lacking. This influence can affect a student‟s‟ academic performances in
the classroom setting (Rodriguez et al., 2009). Students may not want to try in class if
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they do not believe that they can accomplish the assigned tasks given. Conversely,
students may use more higher thinking skills when working on school reading and
writing assignments if they are more efficacious successful than students who are less
successfulsuccessful in school (Walker, 2003).
The ESL student‟s perception of the school climate can also have either a positive
or negative influence on his or her education (Rodriguez et al., 2009). Butler and
Gutierrez (2003) hypothesize that ESL students‟ “perceptions of their learning climate
are uniquely related to the way they perceive the target language groups‟ views toward
their own language, culture, and language group (p. 210)”. When a student is sensitive
about how they feel others perceive them and their ability to learn, it could make the
student change their behavior to fit the supposed perceptions.
Still another key to student success in school is his or her educational background.
Watt and Roessingh (2001) learned in their study of ESL high school dropouts that the
more successful the students are earlier in their academic learning, the more likely they
will be successful in high school education. It is important to spend time helping students
at an early age in order to make their progression into higher areas of learning easier
(Watt & Roessingh, 2001). The students should continue to receive support until they are
able to successfully complete the course work. If they effectively progress into higher
areas of education, it is more likely that they will graduate from high school (Watt &
Roessingh, 2001).
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The Peer Group
Another research study found that students did as well as the peer group they most
identified with, which may or may not have been from the same cultural background (Lee
& Madyun, 2008; Lee, 2004). In their study, Lee & Madyun found that if ESL Hmong
students are primarily around mainly English speaking peers that may not be Hmong,
those Hmong students perform at the same level as their English speaking peers. This
could have either a positive or negative effect on the Hmong student depending on the
level of the English speaking peers. If the English speaking peers did well academically,
the Hmong peers also did well. If the English speaking peers did not do as well
academically, the same was true for their Hmong peers.
However, it is interesting to note that Hmong ESL students achieved higher
reading scores when they were in native English speaking classes, rather than in a more
homogenous ESL class (Lee & Madyun, 2008). This is especially important to note in a
high school setting. Callahan, Wilkinson, and Muller's (2010) research findings showed
that students that continue in ESL classes in high school do not benefit as much as they
would if they were placed in mainstream classes. This is only the case when the ESL
student reaches a level of academic English proficiency where they could function in a
mainstream class. The content material in the ESL classes may not be as rich as it would
be in comparable mainstream content courses. Therefore, ESL students may perform
better academically if they move to a mainstream content class in high school rather than
if they would have stayed in an ESL high level class. This is comparable to the research
that has found that students need to be challenged in order to excel in academics which
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Hoffer & Gamoran found when they were studying ability grouping at the middle school
level, although the study was not specific to ESL students (1993).
The Gap
Although there has been much research done on how Hmong culture and the
American ESL education system work together, there is still the question of how students
finishing the system evaluate their time and progress within the ESL program. The
perceptions of parents and children involved in the program have been monitored and
studied to see what their perceptions are, but students that have finished the education
have not assessed it in light of their new experience in college. These students have
successfully finished K-12 education with at least some ESL support and now are
managing collegiate level work without it. The information about their time spent in ESL
programs could better inform instructors of ways to teach ESL students in the future.
Research Question
This study‟s aim is to learn more about how Hmong undergraduate students
perceive their ESL support in K-12 education. I am also interested in the factors that
could have influenced these perceptions. My questions are:


How did these Hmong students perceive their ESL support in K-12
education?



What factors influenced these perceptions?



What recommendations would these Hmong students have for ESL
services based on their experiences?

19

Ultimately, I am interested in these Hmong students‟ recommendations for
changing ESL support in the K-12 system, from their personal experiences.
Summary
The research presented in my literature review suggests that there could be many
different factors that are involved in determining a student‟s ability to be academically
prepared when they continue on to college. The cultural background and parental ties
that were discussed earlier in the chapter are just a few of the variables that can impact a
Hmong student‟s education. Tied into that is how the Hmong cultural background can
sometimes be at odds with the American education system in both its teachings and role
in society. This also comes across in the way our society views the Hmong culture and
can affect a student‟s ethnic identity. Additionally, there are also aspects that have to do
with learning English in school. These changes in learning styles can affect one student
differently from another. Because of all of this, I will examine the perceptions of just one
group of Hmong undergraduate students to better understand the way ESL was thought of
in their mind.
In conclusion, I hope to find out what perceptions these Hmong undergraduate
students had towards their ESL in K-12 education. I hope that my research can open my
eyes to the experiences these learners dealt with so I can use this information to better
instruct the undergraduate students studying to be ESL teachers in the future by adding
the information to that curriculum. In the next chapter, I go into more detail about the
methodology I will use to conduct my research.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY

This study intended to find out how Hmong undergraduate students perceived the
ESL support they received in K-12 education. I looked specifically at a group of
students at my college because they have continued on to higher education without the
support of ESL services in college. In addition to learning how Hmong students perceive
their ESL support in K-12 education, I was also interested in the factors that could have
influenced these perceptions. Some of my questions were:


How did these Hmong students perceive their ESL support in K-12
education?



What factors influenced these perceptions?



What recommendations would these Hmong students have for ESL
services based on their experiences?

Ultimately, I was interested in these Hmong students‟ recommendations for
changing ESL support in the K-12 system, from their personal experiences.
Overview of Chapter
This chapter describes the methodology used in this study. I begin by explaining
the rationale and giving a description of the research design I will follow this with a
description of qualitative paradigm. Next, I will present data collection protocols,
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procedures I used, data analysis and, finally, I will present my verification of the data. I
will follow that up with ethical considerations I followed in this study.
Qualitative Research Paradigm
Due to the nature of my question, I felt that using a qualitative research method
would benefit my research the best. One broad definition of qualitative research is that
“qualitative researchers are interested in understanding the meaning people have
constructed, that is, how people make sense of their world and the experiences they have
had in the world.” (Merriam, 2009, p.13). Unlike quantitative research, qualitative
research seems to share more information about a topic and is more psychologically wellrounded because there is more representation included on how people think and feel
(Goldman & McDonald, 1987). This was more of my focus because I was looking at how
students perceive their education. I was not looking at test scores to support an opinion
one way or another. Qualitative research fits well in my goal of finding out the
perceptions of the students who had received ESL support in K-12 education because I
was more interested in finding out the feelings of the people in my study. I was not
deciding whether or not a student should have continued to receive ESL support in
college or if they received enough ESL support when they were in the K-12 system. I
was solely interested in how these students feel towards their ESL experiences and how
those experiences may have shaped their ability to excel in English skills at the college
level.
Within the broad range of qualitative research, I focused on descriptive research.
This is a way to look at collected data and then describe the phenomena within it (Lauer,
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2004). This type of study only looks at the information received through the data. From
there, the information is shared with people who might benefit from knowing about it, but
it does not necessarily solve a problem. This is exactly what I did. Because of my time
teaching K-12 ESL, I have a somewhat vested interest in what students who went through
the program thought about it. There really was no correct answer; the main goal, for me,
was to hear the responses.
In this study, I also used focus groups to collect data. My participants were
Hmong undergraduate students that have been in ESL classes in K-12 in the United
States. Because of this background, these specific participants were qualified to discuss a
particular topic (Merriam, 2009; Edmunds, 1999). The topic, in this case, was the
perceptions of ESL K-12 education by Hmong undergraduate students. Focus groups
"allow researchers to capture subjective comments and evaluate them” (Edmunds, 1999,
p. 3). This means that participants can answer a question, hear another‟s response and
choose to comment again. When there is this type of interaction, more information can
be elicited from the focus group by the researcher. The best types of topics involve
things that all of the participants deal with in their daily lives but do not speak about,
generally (Merriam, 2009). Another key piece to gathering this type of data is to use it to
explore insights that might be hidden in other forms of information gathering (Ho, 2006).
In the focus group conversation, people went into more detail to explain their point of
view, which gave me more insights into what they were thinking.
Although I feel that focus groups are the best way for me to gather data, there is
some criticism about this method. One main concern is that focus groups do not have
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high validity or reliability in the data collection (Ho, 2006). I have taken the time to
organize the material and also use triangulation in order to control the amount of validity
and reliability in this study, although with any qualitative study, this is a concern because
it is focused on one group at a specific time. I am not trying to generalize to a large
group of people; I am just taking a “snapshot” of this one group of students at this one
point in time. Another concern is that focus groups may seem unnatural to the
participants because of how they are controlled by a moderator (Kruegar & Casey, 2000).
Although this could be the case, participation in a focus group is usually high because it
is generally on a topic that the participants know something about (Ho, 2006). This was
the case in both of the focus groups that I moderated.
Data Collection
Participants
In this study, I used volunteer Hmong undergraduate students as my participants.
These students have received ESL support in their K-12 education, but now in the
collegiate level, they are students who do not need these services. I recruited them
through the college‟s Hmong club on campus. I had three to four students per group and
conducted two focus group sessions. The participants‟ ages ranged from 19-25 years old
and had all received ESL services in the United States, but not all of them had received
ESL services in Minnesota (see Table 3.1). In addition, every participant had siblings or
relatives who had continued on to college (see Table 3.1). I defined relatives as aunts,
uncles, or cousins that had also continued on to college.
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Table 3.1 Participant Demographic Information
Participants

Age of participant

Participant 1

20

State where the
participant mainly
received ESL
services
Minnesota

Number of
Siblings or
relatives that
went to college
5

Participant 2

19

Minnesota

7

Participant 3

19

Minnesota

5

Participant 4

25

Wisconsin

4

Participant 5

23

North Carolina

16

Participant 6

19

Colorado

10

Participant 7

21

Wisconsin

6

Setting
I did my study near the small, private college that the Hmong undergraduate
students attend. It is located in the Upper Midwest of the United States. It is in a more
rural part of the state but it has a substantial number of Hmong students, many of whom
grew up in a major city that is close by. I met with the students outside of campus at a
quiet, public location. One group met in a reserved room in a public library. The other
group met in a private space in the back of a coffee shop. Both locations were chosen
due to the fact that the participants lived near them. They were also relatively quiet and
private so our focus group conversation could be the main focus for the participants of
the study.
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Data Collection Technique 1
I used a short questionnaire with each of the participants in order to get a better
grasp of the demographics of the group (see Appendix A). A questionnaire is defined as a
tool used to find out more information about the characteristics of the participants
(McKay, 2006). The information I asked the contributors to respond to was demographic
information as well as information about their K-12 ESL experience. This included age,
gender, ethnicity, how much time they spent in ESL classes in the United States, as well
as how successful they believe they are in college. I used this data to tailor my focus
group questions more closely to the students who answered them. Ultimately, this
information was used to help me better understand the data I collected.
Data Collection Technique 2
After the participants completed the questionnaires and I reviewed them, I had the
participants sit together to begin the focus group discussion part of my research. There
were some key areas that I questioned the participants about in the focus group (Appendix
B). One was: when you first went to ESL, what were your first impressions of the
classes? I believed it was important to first hear how the students felt about their ESL K12 educational experience. This, then, helped me find out if positive or negative feelings
played a part in their academic performance. Another key question that I asked about
was what was particularly helpful about the ESL services you received? The information
that the students shared gave me some idea as to what aspects of the K-12 educational
system was most beneficial to these students. The next question was just the opposite:
What was particularly frustrating about the ESL services you had? After the participants

26

answered the question, I asked a follow-up question to make sure that I understood what
pieces were frustrating. Most of the comments from this question seemed to come from a
lack of communication between the ESL student and the teacher or other faculty at the
school It also offered a general idea as to what areas teachers could focus on when
working with similar students in the future, if it is possible.

Procedure
Participants
The participants were selected into focus groups based on knowledge of their past
participation in ESL classes in their K-12 experience and their ability to be present at the
time of the discussion. They also needed to be Hmong undergraduate students from the
same college. The focus group was videotaped and audiotaped for approximately thirtyfive minutes.
Materials
The participants were given a short questionnaire to fill out to give me some
information about themselves before the focus group began. However, during the focus
group questioning, no students had paper or writing utensils of any kind and were asked
to refrain from using their cell phones or any other electronic devices. I also had a video
recorder and audio recorder on during the focus group. I also took some notes to help me
focus my probes more appropriately during the discussion.
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Data Analysis
After the focus groups had been interviewed, I typed out a transcription of the
discussion that took place. I then printed out a copy, and I spent time reviewing the
information looking for key points, common themes and concepts that occurred
throughout the focus groups (Yearous, 2006). I categorized specific comments to better
review the data. The main themes that came out through the research were: ESL service,
ESL teachers, parental roles, and their own intrinsic motivation. These themes helped me
focus on the factors of the participants‟ education that may have influenced their
perception of ESL service. This categorization helped me more fully describe the
information that I gathered from this research.
Furthermore, I designed tables using information from the questionnaire I gave
the participants (McKay, 2006). I took common themes that came through the data in
order to have a visual view of the data. I focused on their years in ESL service, the age of
the participants, and the numbers of relatives that had already continued onto college. I
then viewed this information with the information from the focus groups. I looked to see
key points or commonalities between the information on the questionnaire and the
discussion in the focus groups. I then used all the information to describe the situation of
ESL in K-12 through my research findings.
Reliability of Data
Reliability, in and of itself, is difficult in a qualitative study where humans are the
subjects of the research. Any number of variables can change a situation so that it would
be very difficult to replicate these same results in the future (Merriam, 2009). One way I
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tried to make my results more reliable is by using two separate tools to collect data in
order to compare the results and information gleaned from them. I gave the students a
questionnaire to fill out asking questions about the ESL K-12 program that they could
remember from their K-12 experience. I also asked similar questions during the focus
group discussion. A further way I tried to control the reliability of the study was to make
sure that the participants were all from the same cultural background and age. Therefore,
they had some commonalities on which to draw discussion during the focus group.
Verification of Data
After I reviewed the data I collected in both the focus group and questionnaires, I
looked for the internal validity, which deals with the question of how my research
findings match the reality of the situation (Merriam, 2009). In this particular study, I
focused on a specific group of students at a particular time. Therefore, this information
should match the reality of these participants outside of the focus discussion group. I
looked through the questionnaires to see how closely the responses of their ESL K-12
education corresponded to the responses in the focus group from the same students. In
using two different tools in order to collect the data, I hope to ensure some internal
validity in the study.
Ethical Considerations
This study employed safeguards to guard participants‟ rights. First, my research
was approved by the human subjects review at Hamline University and my research was
approved by the Vice President of Academic Affairs of the college where my research
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took place. I shared the research objectives and obtained written permission from the
informants who took part in the study. My research kept complete anonymity of the
informants. Also, I transcribed verbatim transcripts of the focus groups. All of the
materials involved were locked in my file cabinet in my home office throughout their
time of use. Finally, all the materials involved were destroyed after their time in use.
Conclusion
In this chapter, I described the methods I used in order to collect the data for this
research project. I initially described the research design and qualitative paradigm. I
continued to present the data collection protocols, procedures, data analysis, and
discussed how I could verify the data as reliable. I concluded the chapter by reviewing
the ethical considerations I adhered to in this study. The next chapter presents the
outcome of this study.
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS

Chapter Overview
In Chapter Three, I discussed the research tools and method I used to carry out my
research. I chose to use questionnaires and focus groups in order to best understand the
factors that assisted these students in becoming academically successful. Each group
started by filling out the questionnaire individually and then I conducted the focus group.
Through the collection of these data, I sought to find the answer to the following
questions:


How did these Hmong students perceive their ESL support in K-12
education?



What factors influenced these perceptions?



What recommendations would these Hmong students have for ESL
services based on their experiences?

This chapter will share the results and main themes from my research. I will
begin by going through the main information I collected in the questionnaires that the
participants filled out and then proceed to discuss the major topics that came out of my
focus group sessions.
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Results from Questionnaire
The questionnaire was designed to give me some demographic information about
the participants as well as give me more information about their perceptions of their
academic endeavors. I chose a questionnaire because it is a more private format for the
participants to share this information. The main themes I looked at on the questionnaire
were: demographics, high school peers, and academic perceptions.
Demographics
All of the participants were females between the ages of 19 and 25 years old.
There were seven participants in the study and their families had been living in the
United States between 23 and 30 years. Only one of the participants was born in a
refugee camp outside of the United States and moved here when she was one year old.
All of the rest of the participants were born in the United States. All of the participants
were only in ESL support services in elementary school. See Figure 4.1 for a specific
breakdown of how many were in ESL classes in each grade of elementary school.
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8

Number of Participants in ESL Courses

7
6
5
4
3
2
1
0

Grade Level

Figure 4.1 Participation in ESL Courses by Grade Level
High School Peers
Generally, the peer group that the participants spent time with in high school
depended on the demographics of their school. Individuals who indicated during the
focus groups that their school had large numbers of Hmong students spent most time with
Hmong students in high school while participants who indicated that their school had low
numbers of Hmong students stated that they spent most of their time with Caucasian
students. One participant wrote that she specifically picked Caucasian friends in high
school. Nearly all of the participants indicated that at least half of their high school
friends continued on to college.
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Formatted: Keep with next

Academic Perceptions
According to the questionnaires, all of the students participated in a few school
activities in high school. Four students participated in college preparatory programs and
programs designed to bring students of different backgrounds together. Some examples
of these activity groups were: Upward Bound, Shades of Youth, and International Club.
There were various answers for what academic areas were difficult for specific
participants. Two participants answered that math and science courses were difficult
while another two answered that study skills and time management were most difficult.
Conversely, five participants cited good grades, getting on the Dean‟s List, and being
awarded scholarships as academic successes at the collegiate level.
Results from Focus Groups
Two focus groups were performed to gather data for my research. Each focus
group was made up of three of four participants who shared information about their
experience in being Hmong in a K-12 educational setting with some type of ESL support
during those academic years. I chose to do a focus group because the topic of K-12 ESL
support is a topic that all of these participants can relate to and is not, generally, a
sensitive topic of discussion (Merriam, 2009). I asked each focus group the same 14
questions (see Appendix B). As I transcribed and reviewed the data, some themes
emerged: ESL service, ESL teachers, Parental roles, and Intrinsic Motivation. They also
shared some recommendations for ESL service. I will discuss all of these topics briefly.
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ESL Service
One area covered in the focus groups was the participants‟ perceptions of the ESL
services they received. Although the general tone of the discussion was positive, there
were also examples of confusion about ESL service. Participants were mixed on the
overall impact of the ESL classes.
All participants in the study had at least some favorable experiences with their
ESL classes. When probed, most students could not speak to specific examples as to why
they had such positive opinions about ESL courses, but felt like the courses helped them
learn how to read. For example, a participant shared, “It really pushed me to read
because… I think I did a lot of reading with ESL [teachers]. A lot of my reading
memories are from that.” Another participant shared, “I think it was good. I enjoyed
it…I think a majority of my friends were in there too…so I had a lot of fun in ESL.” The
focus group participants had mostly positive memories from their experience, but very
few specific examples of their service besides being taken out of the class. One
participant stated, “Um, I kind of always looked forward to it. Kind of like, okay, when
is he coming? Kind of, so I enjoyed ESL a lot.”
However, there was also a feeling that ESL did not really impact their learning
English. This came out in another question that asked, “Do you feel that you learned
English any better because you received ESL services?” Generally, respondents did not
feel that they learned English any better because of their ESL classes. They had a
difficult time trying to think of an example where ESL helped them learn English. Most
participants stated that they had learned the language because they were immersed in the
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language and culture. One respondent stated, “I think it might have been a step, but I
think it was amongst other things, like, obviously you learn by immersion so if you go to
school all the time you‟re going to have to pick up English…” Another common idea
that was cited by three participants as to how they learned English, was watching
television. One participant responded, “[B]ecause when we were young, all we did was
watch T.V. and watch cartoons. And that was fun and they always spoke in English and
you just picked it up from there even if you didn‟t go to school yet.”
ESL Teacher
The focus group participants really appreciated the role of the ESL teacher in their
lives. No one shared any examples of ESL teachers treating them unfairly. However,
there were some less affirmative comments about the purpose of the ESL teacher in their
education.
Overall, the view of the ESL teacher was positive. Students shared story after
story of how their ESL teachers made a difference in their view on school. One
participant stated, “[W]hen I started school, that‟s when I spoke English and I didn‟t
really like English but my ESL teacher, she was really great, so I started reading a lot and
I guess it kind of pushed me too.” When I asked what made her so great, the participant
responded that she liked the personal attention given to her from her ESL teacher. This
sentiment was echoed by other participants in both focus groups. “I do remember they
would pay attention to you and your needs more,” said one participant. Along those
same lines another stated, “I felt like ESL teachers were so much nicer than the other
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teachers. I think because they work with such a diverse group of kids they‟re more open
to us being different…and they were okay with that.”
Although the view of the ESL teacher was positive, there were also comments
that did not seem to place the educational content of their ESL courses in the best light.
Most participants did not seem to think that ESL courses positively impacted their speed
of learning English skills. When asked if the participants felt that their ESL teachers
directly affected the rate they learned English, four participants said no. Three
participants responded that they believe that the teachers did directly affect the rate they
learned English, but they could not specifically state how. One participant replied, “I‟m
sure they did, like, good things because they only spoke English to us so we had to
understand.”
One more common thread came out in the focus group discussion was about their
teachers‟ role in deciding who was in ESL. Most of the participants did not really
understand the process of why they were in ESL and what process needed to take place in
order to exit ESL services. One participant in particular still had angry feelings over
being in ESL in sixth grade. She stated, “…so when I came back to Minnesota I didn‟t
even speak Hmong but they still took me out [referring to the pull-out model of ESL
instruction]. So I didn‟t understand, like, why I had to go because I was like, I don‟t even
speak Hmong so why do you have to take me out?” Although other participants did not
seem to have such strong opinions, the ESL teacher‟s decision regarding the participant‟s
need for ESL support seemed to be puzzling for them. For example, most participants
did not see much change in themselves from when they were in their final year of ESL to
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when they were told by their ESL teacher that they did not need to receive ESL service
anymore.
Parental Role
When asked about their parents‟ role in their K-12 education, nearly all
participants responded similarly. All of the participants‟ parents told their children to do
well in school, but could not always participate in helping their children with homework.
One respondent stated, „[L]ike my mom, she never went to school. She never had a day
of education in her life, you know. [I]n that area [school assignments] she can‟t help but
she was supportive in other ways.” And another noted the amount of time her mom spent
helping her with school work, “[L]ike for me, my mom said, „learn the ABC‟s.‟ I had the
hardest time learning the ABC‟s…My mom made sure I did it every night.” Still another
respondent stated, “I always had a hard time with homework and such, so my parents
played a big role in helping me too. And sometimes they struggled with it themselves.
So we all learned together.” This was the main theme through the focus groups. Parents
supported their children and helped them when they were able. One participant generally
stated the feelings of all the participants in the study. “As for homework, it was always
hard. Like algebra…it [homework] was always on your own. But as part of emotional
backing, yeah, it was always there.”
Every participant in both focus groups stated that at least one of their parents
came to their school conferences. Some of the participants‟ parents did not always
understand things being said at conferences and used their children as interpreters when
necessary. The participants did not necessarily see this as a bad thing. They still found
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their parents as being encouraging. One participant stated, “I mean, my parents were
really supportive: conferences, they tried to come, tried to understand, talked to our
teachers.”
Outside of school, participants had expectations from their parents. They
acknowledged that their parents gave them responsibilities around the house as well as
high expectations on school work. This did not seem to be a hindrance on any of the
participants in these two focus groups. Most participants looked on it as a positive in
their lives because their parents were teaching them to be able to live on their own in the
future. One participant stated,
Growing up, I always had to clean my room, clean the kitchen, wash the
dishes. And it wasn‟t just a chore; it wasn‟t like „if you do it I will give you
money.‟ It was something you had to do. It was an obligation. It was like you
just do it because it‟s something you‟re going to have to do for the rest of your
life.
Self-Efficacy
There was another concept that was brought up through the focus group
discussions: the participants‟ intrinsic motivation. Throughout our time together,
students gave examples of how their inner goals were shaped and reached because of
their own belief that they would succeed. Their comments focused around the pressures
of being a minority in a school and how their schoolwork ethic helped push them to
succeed.
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When the participants were asked about how their being Hmong affected their
academic abilities in school, very few felt it affected them. However, when one student
spoke about it during the focus group, most of the other students agreed with the
statement, “[F]rom where I‟m from, um, you don‟t, it‟s not every day you see minorities,
like, get on the Honor Roll. I was like, you know what, I‟m not going to let that kind of
stereotype get me down. So I studied more.”
Another student chose to not spend time with the Hmong students in her school
because, as she states,
It was mostly white students versus Hmong students and the Hmong
students weren‟t as motivated in school. And my parents were the type of parents
who wanted us to do well in school, so I always hung out with the white students.
I think that really helped me to learn, like, my own English and to have friends
that accepted me and wanted to talk with me.
She made a conscious decision to pick her friends based her personal goals for her life.
Some participants also saw being Hmong as a positive step for their future and
focused on that. They saw academic opportunity in being Hmong and proving to others
that they could reach high academic levels that could help them find better careers when
they finished school. One participant stated, “[B]ut then, because you‟re Hmong there‟s
a plethora of possibilities doing so many different things.” These respondents used their
cultural diversity as positive self-efficacy in their lives.
This type of inner, positive decision making was displayed through many of the
participants‟ responses to questions. One student stated, “Even from a young age, you
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know, if you do this, you will make people happy and if you do this then things open up.”
Another student gave an example of how, because she was not a native English speaker,
she needed to do extra work in order to keep up with her native English classmates.
We started to write papers and stuff and there‟s, like, words that I came
across that I had no idea what they meant, you know. But then, everybody else
knew because they spoke English really well and they talked [sic] it every day to
their parents. And I guess there are just some words that I had to go to the
dictionary and look it up and see how to use it in a sentences…Just like very
cliché phrases in American that you don‟t get, you know? Like that, those small
things were a challenge.
This type of going beyond the assignment in order to learn the language was a common
theme in the focus groups.
Recommendations about ESL Services
The participants were asked for any recommendations they would give to ESL
teachers and general school administration about how to better serve ESL students in the
future. Their comments were mostly positive in regards to the ESL teachers, but they
also had a few recommendations as to how both faculty and staff could work better with
ESL students.
There were a couple recommendations discussed in the focus groups. One piece
that was brought up for the ESL teachers was to continue building trust with their
students. One stated, “[L]ike being personal and building that relationship and trust, I
think. And really, like, that relationship part because Hmong people are very relational;
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we always stick together. If you can break that boundary and, like, be in a close
relationship with them, I think, that is more comfortable for them.” Another concern
brought up from a participant was teaching to different learning styles in order to help
students more effectively. “…I don‟t know how you could assess learning styles for
children, but I think that [if my teacher had known about my learning style, learning
English] might have been easier for me.” stated one respondent who felt like her learning
style was not utilized during her ESL education.
One main recommendation came back when asked to give advice to the school
where the participants went to during their K-12 education. That recommendation was to
make sure the faculty and staff had proper understanding of the different cultures
represented in their schools. One respondent said, “I feel like the schools I was in, they
didn‟t have a very good understanding of the culture and the diversity. Like the different
cultures that were represented in the school.” Other participants echoed agreement to this
comment in both focus groups. Another participant stated, “[J]ust to be aware of the
culture of background of who they are teaching to.” Participants seemed to appreciate
their ESL teachers because of their seemingly openness to other cultures as opposed to
other teachers they had encountered in their education. One participant shared, “I felt
like ESL teachers were so much nicer than the other teachers. I think because they work
with such a diverse group of kids they‟re more open to us being different; just culturally,
where we came from, our background.”
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Summary
This chapter looked at the various information I learned from my research.
Through the use of a questionnaire for demographic information as well as focus groups
so I could explore more of the factors that helped these students succeed in ESL courses
and on into college, I was able to collect the data and find emerging themes. The main
themes that came out through the research were: ESL service, ESL teachers, parental
roles, and their own intrinsic motivation. These themes helped me focus on the factors of
the participants‟ education that may have influenced their perception of ESL service. I
also reviewed the participants‟ recommendations for ESL teachers. The main topic that
emerged from this question was that ESL teachers do a good job at connecting with their
students emotionally, but they could try to help them with learn better by using different
learning style techniques to reach all students. I also posed the question as to
recommendations for other faculty and staff could use in order to help them support ESL
students better. The participants replied that schools could be more aware of the cultural
background of the students attending the schools.
In this chapter, I presented the results of my data collection. In Chapter Five, I
discuss my findings in relation to my research questions. I also address limitations of the
study and suggest questions for further research.
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION

Introduction
In this study, I chose to find out what factors positively impacted the academic
success in undergraduate Hmong students at a small private college who had received
ESL support in their K-12 education. I attempted to answer the following questions: 1)
How did these Hmong students perceive their ESL support in K-12 education? 2) What
factors influenced these perceptions? 3) What recommendations would these Hmong
students have for ESL services based on their experiences? Initially, I used a
questionnaire to gather demographic information about the participants. The
questionnaire was also used to gather some data about different factors that may have
helped the individual achieve academic success in K-12 education as well as an
undergraduate college student. I then followed the questionnaire up with a focus group
discussion. This probed deeper into possible positive factors that had impacted the
participants‟ education and allowed for more detailed responses from the participants.
This data was scrutinized and then categorized into themes that seemed to be factors for
many of the participants in the focus groups.
I will review the key themes that came up in the data I collected and look at what
implications those may have to educators in the future. I will also review what
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limitations my study had and look at possible avenues to expand on in possible future
research studies.
Findings
In my study, I wanted to answer three distinct questions. Because of this, I have
separated out my findings and conclusions into those three categories below.
Research Question Number One
The first question I sought to answer in my research was: How did these Hmong
students perceive their ESL support in K-12 education? Through reviewing the data I
collected in both the questionnaire and focus groups, I found that these participants
seemed to appreciate the support their received in ESL. In fact, there were no negative
comments made toward any of the ESL teachers anywhere in the focus groups or
questionnaire. Participants liked the extra personal attention they received from their
ESL teachers and seemed to value the fact that their teachers really cared for them. All of
the participants in the study were in a pull-out model of ESL where they would go to a
separate room to work with an ESL teacher and all felt being in that separate location
positively impacted their perception of ESL classes. The participants enjoyed having the
extra attention and not feeling different than other students in class. One participant
stated, “I think they [ESL teachers] made it interesting. We got personal attention, like it
was just a class like this [referring to a small group]. I think a majority of my friends
were in there, too. And the teacher was very personal so I had a lot of fun in ESL.” A
conclusion I drew from the focus group discussion was that, at least for the participants in

45

this study, the ESL teacher provided needed emotional support for the ESL student and
the participants seemed to receive that support in their pull-out settings. I do not know if
there would be a difference in this if an ESL student was only in an inclusion ESL model.
Nevertheless, based on the participants‟ responses, it seems that the personal attention
and care that ESL teachers provided truly made positive impacts on them well into their
academic years.
However, one perception that came up with most participants was the confusion
of how and why they were in ESL. Some participants felt that they received the service
longer than necessary and one even shared that their parents were confused about why
they were still receiving ESL support. This information was interesting to me, because,
for the most part, all the participants in the student were only in ESL support in
elementary school. I was surprised that they still carried so much remembrance of this
from their early elementary days.
One implication I drew from this information was that it seems as if some ESL
educators may need to be more specific when working with both ESL students and
parents about the exact reasons that their child needs ESL service. The reasons for
students receiving ESL support are based on helping the student learn both social and
academic English skills. This needs to be clearly explained so that the ESL program does
not seem to be unnecessary to Hmong ESL parents, family, or friends.
Research Question Number Two
The second research question I sought to answer was: What factors influenced
these perceptions? I wanted to know what factors in the Hmong undergraduate students‟
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lives had been factors in influencing their perceptions of ESL service. Although I believe
there are multiple factors that influenced the participants‟ perceptions, I believe there
were two main factors.
The first factor that influenced perceptions of ESL support was the parental
interest in their school work. Although many of the contributors mentioned that their
parents did not have the English skills necessary to explicitly help with homework, they
did mention that their parents took active roles in their academics in other ways. All
participants stated that their parents attended conferences and set education as a priority
in their households. The participants‟ parents told their children to listen to their teachers
so they could do better in school. In some examples, participants shared how their
parents worked with their ESL and mainstream teachers in order to help their children
learn more. One participant stated that her dad would take her to the library and check
out books in order for her to read at home. He would then listen to her read the required
amount of minutes each night. I believe this type of active interest from the Hmong
undergraduates‟ parents helped make their academics with ESL support more effective
and the participants connected the positive support their parents gave their ESL teachers
for years after they exited out of the ESL program. To me, this implies that educators
need to work hard to get parents involved in their children‟s school. Even if it is just
getting parents to conferences, this can significantly impact a student‟s view of their
teachers and school because their parents are being respected just as their parents are
respecting the faculty and staff teaching their children.
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The other factor that impacted the participants‟ view of their ESL support was
their own intrinsic motivation. Many times participants would say that their ESL classes
were the key in realizing that they could be successful in school. For example, one
student shared, “I guess when I realized, okay, I can test out of ESL and I can read really
well and I like reading now, what else is there? [meaning what else can I accomplish
educationally?]” She and many others shared that learning the fundamentals with the
positive reinforcement from their ESL teachers helped them continue to strive to do well
in their academics. Their choosing to do well academically came out in different aspects
during the focus groups. Some related it to going above and beyond what the teacher
expected in homework assignments, while others connected it to choosing friends who
were also academically successful, not necessarily just the peers who were Hmong in
their school. The participants‟ initial positive experiences while they were in ESL carried
over into their academic performance in later years. The main implication of this for me
is that educators really need students to find academic success in early years of education.
The more positive academic experiences seemed to equate to more intrinsic motivation
for the participants in this study. A student wanting to do well in school to benefit their
own learning without outside reinforcement is beneficial to the student as well as the
educator.
Research Question Number Three
My last research question was more of an opinion question that I asked in order to
get some specific feedback about how they felt about ESL while they were in ESL. The
question was: What recommendations would these Hmong students have for ESL
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services based on their experiences? The participants did not seem to feel that much
needed to be changed but they did say they wanted the teachers to look at them as more
than just a minority student. One undergraduate said that it would be beneficial for
teachers to pay attention to what learning style worked best for each ESL student so they
could provide more the best service to reach each student‟s needs. Most participants also
stated that the entire school should be more culturally aware of the students they are
working within the school. One contributor shared that she liked being Hmong but did
not want to be put on the spot to answer a question as if her response would apply to all
Hmong students. The Hmong undergraduates felt that faculty and staff should be
culturally aware but not necessarily make it an issue in the classroom. I felt the
overarching implication from the responses given in regard to this question were the
same. Educators and people working with people from other cultures need to have an
understanding of that different cultural background but also need to pay attention to the
individual student and take the necessary actions in order to best help the student reach
academic success.
Revisiting the Literature Review
Parental Involvement
In my literature review there was a lot of information related to the difficulties a
parent and child might experience during the child‟s K-12 education. Research on
Hmong educational achievement found that because of the differing cultures between
home life and school life, parents and children might be at odds because the parents want
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to retain their Hmong culture and the children are more interested in American culture
(McNall, et al., 1994; Thao, 2003). Although there was some discussion about the
difference between home life and school life, none of the participants shared that they felt
like their parents did not like their school or felt that school life added this cultural
conflict in their family.
Another point brought up in my literature review was the fact that many Hmong
students struggle with their school work and their chores at home (Portes & Rumbaut,
2006). Again, these studies‟ findings did not seem to align with the results from my
focus groups. The participants stated that they did have obligations at home, but that
their parents also understood their academic obligations so it was possible to do both.
The ESL Teacher and Intrinsic Motivation
In regards to the importance of the role of the teacher, I looked at some research
in my literature review. One research study stated it is important for teachers to set
realistic expectations that take work to reach, but are possible to be reached (Sciarra &
Ambrosino, 2011). Once the student has reached the goal, it is important to celebrate that
in order to help that student have a better self-concept (Sciarra & Ambrosino, 2011).
This positive self-concept can help students overcome educational obstacles and have
higher educational achievement (Rodriguez, et al., 2009). This research aligned with the
findings of my study. The participants of the study shared that their motivation to do
better stemmed from the fact that they had already reached other educational goals and
knew they could reach more. They also mentioned that ESL teachers had parties when
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they exited ESL service, which was a special time for many of the participants. These
parties helped improve their self-concept and opinion that they could achieve more.
The findings of my focus group also support earlier research stating that the more
successful students are at a young age, the more likely they will progress more easily into
higher areas of learning (Watt & Roessingh, 2001). As mentioned earlier in the paper, all
of the participants exited ESL courses in elementary school. They then went on to
graduate high school and continue on to college.
Limitations
While this study did provide valuable information about Hmong undergraduate
students, there are some limitations that may have affected the outcome of the study. I
recognize in the future, I would do things differently if I continued with the research.
The sample of Hmong undergraduates that were part of my focus groups were
biased because there were only female participants. Although I tried multiple times to
make it more gender equivalent, I could not get any Hmong male undergraduates to
attend the focus groups.
Another limitation was my sample of Hmong undergraduates: It could have been
larger. I performed my focus groups over the summer months and many students were
difficult to contact. I believe I could have gotten a larger group for the focus group had I
done my research during the college school year.
Another limitation that I found was that, although I focused my research on
Hmong undergraduate students that had taken ESL during their K-12 education, only one
of the participants took ESL into middle school and none of the participants had taken
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ESL in high school. Perceived feelings about ESL might have been different with
students who were in ESL at older ages.
Lastly, using a focus group only takes picture of the participants in that moment
in time (Merriam, 2009). My research might not get the same data if I were to perform
the same focus group again today.
Implications for Educators
This study shows some implications that may help educators in the future when
working with Hmong students. The first implication is that these Hmong students really
seemed to appreciate the time their teachers spent getting to know them personally.
Every undergraduate mentioned how nice the ESL teacher was to them when they were
in the ESL classroom. This positive feedback is especially important when students are
learning the basics of reading and writing skills. Modifying material to best serve
students and then congratulating them when they reach specific academic goals can help
ESL students get more confidence and see the full benefits of doing well in school.
Looking at the student as an individual who has individual needs that may or may not be
independent of his or her cultural background should be on the mind of every educator
working with Hmong students and all students.
The second implication is that educators need to explicitly explain why a student
is receiving ESL services and when they will no longer need them. I believe it would be
beneficial to have this information orally translated to the parents during school meetings
so the parents know where their child is: what English skills their child has gained, and
what English skills are still necessary for their child to attain before exiting ESL. This
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keeps everyone on the same page in regards to ESL service. I also feel it is appropriate to
share some information with the ESL student-especially if they are upset or discouraged
about coming to ESL class. Teachers need to explain to their ESL students that it is not
enough to just be able to speak English well with their peers, but ESL students also need
to be able to easily utilize academic English skills and vocabulary in order to exit ESL
services.
Another implication is that educators need to see parents of ESL students as
partners in their education goals. It is the educator‟s job to give parents the tools that
allow parents to help their children at home. This could come in the form of helping with
homework to just reminding their children to do homework and look at the work, even if
they cannot completely understand everything. Many of the participants in the focus
group stated that their parents always had them show them their homework, even if their
parents could not understand it. Parents can play an important role in how a Hmong ESL
student views education.
The last implication speaks to educators and administrators. The participants
stated in both focus groups that they wished that the people in charge knew more about
their cultural background. Nearly all of participants felt that this knowledge of cultural
diversity among the faculty and staff in their schools would have helped their educational
experience.
Future Research
After doing this study, I see areas that could use further research. Learning from
students who have completed ESL courses in order to better serve the students that are
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now in those services is very beneficial to refining ESL programs in the future. I have
five ideas for further research.
One idea would be to do another focus group that had Hmong undergraduate male
participants. This would reveal if their concerns matched those of their female
counterparts. It would be especially interesting to see if the parental role had the same
effect on the males as it had on the females.
Another idea for further research would be studying Hmong undergraduate
college students who were in ESL in high school. I feel like their perceptions of ESL
might be different than those of Hmong students that were only in ESL in elementary
school. They also might be able to articulate the positives and negatives of an ESL
program better because it would not have been quite as long ago.
Yet another idea for further research would be to look at undergraduate students
who were in inclusion models of ESL. It would be interesting to see if they felt the same
personal connection to the ESL teacher and if they could tell any difference from
receiving ESL service. As more and more schools use this model to teach, I feel this
research might be valuable.
One more concern that I had during my research was that focus group participants
seemed to be swayed by comments that other participants shared in the discussions.
Although I only noticed this in initial questions, I would like to have more discussion
groups to see if this trend continues or if it was just coincidental in this research.
A final change I would make in future research would be to limit the questions on
my questionnaire for participants as it seemed to take them quite a long time to complete
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the form. I would also want to do a pilot of the questionnaire to make sure participants
could finish it in less time.
Use and Dissemination of Information
After reflecting on the information I learned in this research, I feel that I need to
share this information with the undergraduate students I work with in the future. These
undergraduate students may be teaching ESL in public school settings in the future and I
want to prepare them to understand the students they are working with in their classes. A
central piece of information from my research is that ESL teachers need to make sure to
communicate well with the parents and students they work with in their schools.
Connecting with both parents and students helps everyone understand the role of ESL
and allows the parents and teachers become partners in the students‟ education. These
connections can also help the ESL teachers learn more about the students in their classes
in order to best help the ESL students function at their academic grade level.
Final Summation
My research looked at the positive progress that some Hmong undergraduate
students have had academically. Through focus groups, I was able to view possible
factors that positively impacted Hmong students in their K-12 education. These students
were able to exit ESL services and continue on to undergraduate college with very little
difficulty. Through the focus group discussions, I was able to see the drive and belief in
the participants themselves that helped them overcome academic difficulties in their
lives. I believe these participants showed a positive example of how being in ESL
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courses can prepare students for future educational goals. These former ESL students
were able to see themselves as students that could overcome obstacles and continue on to
achieve academic success in their life.

56

APPENDIX A
Preliminary Background Questionnaire
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Please fill out the questionnaire below. The information on this questionnaire is used for
informational background on the students participating in the focus group. Participants’
identities will be kept anonymous throughout this study.
1.

What is your name?
______________________________________________________
2. What age are you?
______________________________________________________
3. What is the best way to reach you?
______________________________________
4. How long has your family been in the United States?
____________________________
5. How many of your siblings or relatives have continued on to college? _________
Of the number you listed, pick the two you know the best and what is their
relation to you? (sister, uncle)
__________________________________________________________________
______________________________________
6. How many of your friends from high school have continued on to college?
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
7. Where did you go to school for your K-12 education?
__________________________________________________________________
8. Were you in an ESL program? ____ If so, what grades were you in the program?
__________________________________________________________________
9. If you answered “yes” to number 8, how do you feel the program prepared you for
college?
__________________________________________________________________
10. Tell me about your friends and the activities you participated in high school.
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
11. What are academic successes have you had in college?
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
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12. What academic areas or tasks have been more challenging for you?
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
13. What academic concerns do you have for the future?
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
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APPENDIX B
Focus Group Interview Questions
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1. Tell us your name and something about yourself that you consider distinctly
Hmong.
2. Now tell us something about yourself that you consider distinctly American.
Do you identify with one culture more than the other?
3. What age were you in school when you took ESL courses.
4. When you first when to ESL, what were your first impressions of the classes?
5. What was particularly helpful about the services you received?
6. What was particularly frustrating about the ESL services you received?
7. Do you feel that you learned English any better because you received these ESL
services? If so, how?
Do you feel you were kept in ESL services too long or too short? Why?
8. How did your being Hmong affect your academic abilities in school? Do you feel
your instructors found it as a positive or a negative?
9. Do you feel your teachers directly affected the rate you learned English; if so,
how?
10. What was your parents‟ role in your K-12 experience? Were they actively
involved with your school work or school activities?
11. What responsibilities did you have at home? How did that compare to nonHmong students?
12. What factors helped you learn English? (keep track of these and go back to them
to review them again)
-You said ________ why do you feel that was a factor for you?
13. If you had a chance to give advice to the ESL teachers you had, what would you
want to tell them?
14. What advice could you give to the school where you took ESL classes?
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