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"Sometimes," Sarai said, smiling, her eyes 

looking past my shoulder, beyond the wall 

papered with scissored dust jackets, "sometimes 

I sit in my room and say, 'You're beautiful, 

Sarai.' My sister thinks I'm crazy, 

but no one else says it to me, so ... " Her 

eyes fell to her hands in her lap, and she 

laughed. I didn't know what to conclude, infer, 

or say. The waves in her black hair shone in 

the florescent light. Dark eyes. High cheekbones. 

On her right hand she wore a silver ring 

on the index finger. We sat there alone. 

Then she asked, "In class, am I doing okay so far?" 

But I didn't think of that when I said, "You are." 
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Purpose of the Study 
According to a report 

released by Wisconsin Policy 
Research Institute in Milwaukee, 
61,000 Hmongs lived in the United 
States in 1983. Seven years later 
in 1990, the US census report put 
the figure at 125,000. By 1997, the 
population rose to 168,337. The 
figure today is much larger due to 
high birth rate and continued immi
gration. 

Minnesota, California and 
Wisconsin are the three states with 
dramatic increase of Hmong 
population in the past ten years. 
The population grew from 8,730 in 
1983 to 30,000 in 1997 in 
Minnesota, making it a state with 
the third largest Hmong population 
next to California (75,000) and 
Wisconsin (39,178). 

The Hmongs have brought 
with them their colorful culture and 
the spirit of hard work and 
independence, but as the population 
grows, so do concerns. Hmong 

children are not performing to their 
maximal potential in schools, and 
Hmong adults are experiencing 
high rate of unemployment. 
Limited English proficiency seems 
to be at the very core of the 
problems. The transition from 
Hmong, their home language, to 
English has been particularly 
difficult. 

The Hmongs in Winona fit 
the national profile. Of the 36 
families, twenty-seven of them 
have children attending public 
School District 861 (D861). Most 
children are from families with very 
limited English proficiency and 
nearly all of them, upon entering the 
first grade, are placed in ESL 
classes. 

This study intended to find 
out the effect Hmong cultural 
values, social structures and family 
demographics have on English 
learning in general among Hmong 
adults and children. It also intended 
to find out whether early onset of 
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