
Day 23: 
Conversation and Distraction in My Office 

BY RANDY KocH, LAREDO COMMUNITY COLLEGE, TEXAS 

"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." 

Froin Highlands to 
America: The Hmongs 

of Winona and their 
English Proficiency 

BY HOLLY SHI, WINONA STATE UNIVERSITY* 

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 

*The author wishes to acknowledge the assistance of Liz Hall and Choua Kong. 
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English learning, the amount of 
exposure to English at home and in 
school, and the level of English 
proficiency among members of the 
family have any effect on Hmong 
children's English proficiency and 
academic learning in general. 

Methods of the Study 
Twenty-seven families with 

children attending D861 were 
included in the study that started in 
May 2000. Nineteen families 
initially agreed to participate. Four 
of them withdrew after the 
interviews, leaving us with 15 
families. 

Both parents of these 15 
families were interviewed for about 
two hours during which they 
were asked a series of questions 
(see attachment 1) and then given 
tests of both Hmong and English 
language proficiency. They were 
given a short article to read in 
Hmong language and in English. 
They were evaluated on their 
reading ability using the scoring 
rubric (see attachment 2) in a scale 
of O to 3 from the least efficient to 
the most efficient. 

To measure their ability to 
write, they were asked to write their 
names, addresses and anything that 
came to their mind at the time of 
the interviews in both languages. 
They were evaluated based on the 
amount of writing, accuracy and 
complexity of the sentences. They 

were also evaluated on their ability 
to speak in both languages. 

Information regarding 
Hmong children were collected 
from several sources-from 
documents on file with D861, from 
teachers and administrators, and 
from interviews of children 
themselves. 

Twenty-nine students were 
interviewed. Eighteen of them 
were from an elementary school, 
and 11 from a middle school. 
Students were asked questions 
regarding their experiences with 
school, at home and with their 
English (see attachment 3) during 
the 20 minute interviews. 

At the same time, a survey 
was conducted of teachers (see 
attachment 4 ). They were asked to 
rate these students' English 
proficiency in speaking, writing, 
reading aloud and reading 
comprehension on a scale of 1-5 
from highly proficient to greatly 
lack proficiency. The data 
collection ended in June 2000. 

Research Findings from Parents 
Demographics 

Among the 27 families with 
school age children in D861, 23 of 
them live in the Winona community 
housing project, and the rest live in 
apartments elsewhere. One family 
lives in a house they own. 

The average years of 
residence in the United States for 
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those 15 families is 11:71, ranging language skills-reading, writing 
from 18 to seven years, and most and speaking. Only one mother 
of them lived previously in St. Paul scored higher than her husband did 
or elsewhere. The average family in both languages in all three areas. 
size is 8.93 people. Most of the Among the fifteen fathers, seven of 
families have between nine to 11 them scored a perfect or near 
people. Only one has four or less perfect proficiency in all three areas 
than four. ( a perfect score was 3 on a scale of 

A typical family structure O to 3). In comparison, only two 
among the Hmongs is .-----------, mothers scored a 

a married couple with Adults used mostly perfect or near-perfect 
their children. In one Hmong when 3. Both fathers and 
family, the couple's mothers scored much 

speaking to their 
parents also live with higher in speaking 

children. them, and in two than in reading and 
other families the couples' son/ writing. No significant difference 
daughter-in-laws live with them. was found between reading and 

The Hmong families in writing, although, much to our 
Winona honor their age-old surprise, they seemed to be more 
tradition of having a large number comfortable writing than reading in 
of children. Most families have their first language. 
between six to nine children. Only The same picture emerged 
one family has two children. There in their English language 
are 101 children in these 15 proficiency. Fathers again 
families, an average of 6.73 in each outperformed mothers, although at 
family. Of these 101 children, 85 a much lower proficiency rate in 
are in D861, and two from the same general. Five fathers scored a 
family are in college. perfect or near perfect 3 in all three 

None of the Hmong areas, whereas only one mother 
families in Winona send their scored a 3 in all three areas. Again, 
children to schools other than those reading stood out as the weakest 
within D 861. area of the three. 

Parents' First and Second 
Language Proficiency 
In measuring parents' first 

language proficiency, we found that 
fathers were far proficient than 
mothers in all three areas of 

It was by no means 
coincidental that some interesting 
correlations were found. One of 
them was that whenever one scored 
a perfect or near perfect 3 in the first 
language, that person scored a 
perfect or near perfect 3 in the 



114 MINNESOTA ENGLISH JOURNAL 

second language. The six fathers 
who scored a petfect or near-petfect 
3 in English scored the same in 
Hmong. The same can be said about 
the only mother who scored a 
perfect 3 in both languages. 
Second, mothers scored higher 
when their husbands scored high in 
both languages. 

The primary language 
among adults for daily use was 
Hmong; only one family responded 
that they used both Hmong and 
English. Adults used mostly 
Hmong when speaking to their 
children. Children use both Hmong 
and English, but mostly Hmong 
among siblings and when talking to 
other Hmong children. Only three 
families responded that their 
children used only English among 
themselves and while playing with 
other children. 

ESL Experience 
Among the 15 fathers, only 

three had ESL experience, one for 
six months, one for 4.5 years and 
the other for some time long ago. 
In spite of their ESL experience, 
these three scored at the lower end 
in language proficiency tests in 
comparison to those who had no 
ESL experience. Two of the three 
fathers responded that their ESL 
experience did little to help them 
with their English. 

ESL experience increased 
with mothers. Nine of them had an 

average of three years of ESL, some 
as much as five years. More than 
half of them responded that the ESL 
classes somewhat helped. Two of 
them responded that they helped 
greatly and the other two said that 
they did not help at all. 

Seven couples did not seek 
any ESL help. Among couples it 
was more likely for the other to seek 
ESL help when one did. It was also 
interesting to find out that none of 
the fathers who scored a petfect or 
near perfect fluency in both 
languages or either language had 
sought ESL help. Some of these 
fathers either were attending 
colleges or had finished college 
education. 

Job Situation 
Unfortunately, only 10 

families responded to questions 
regarding their job situations. 
Among them, two families reported 
that both parents had jobs outside. 
Three had only fathers working. 
Neither fathers nor mothers had 
jobs in the rest of the families. 

It was very important to 
notice that in the two families with 
both parents working, both fathers 
scored a perfect 3 in English 
proficiency, one of the mothers 
scored a perfect 3, and the other 
scored nearly a 3 in English 
proficiency. 

Among the three families 
with only the father working, all 
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three fathers scored a petfect or near admitted in 1999/2000. This 
petfect 3 in English proficiency. In brought the total to 164 at the time 
the five families with no parents of the study. 
working, both parents scored very From 1994/1995 to 1998/ 
low (0 or 1) in English proficiency 1999 school years, a total of 72 
and all were on government Hmong students were admitted to 
subsidies. D861. During the same period, 13 

None of the families with graduated, three were attending 
both parents working were on alternative learning center, 31 were 
g o v e r n m e n t -H-----,J---,-. transferred, four 

mong stuuents 
subsidies, and the dropped out, and one 
dependency on graduation rate earned a GED. 

government help was high • · · The dropout rate, in 

decreased in families compatible to that comparison to the 

with fathers working. of students of number admitted from 

One of the two other ethnic 1994 to 1999, was very 
families with both low, and it was 

backgrounds, 
parents working is the compatible to that of 
proud owner of a including white students of other 

house. students. ethnic backgrounds, 

Research Findings from 
Children 

Demographics 
The total enrollment of 

Hmong students in 1994/1995 year 
was 101. By the 1995/1996 year, the 
number enrolled increased to 128. 
121 remained at the end of the year. 
In 96/97, 148 were enrolled and 136 
remained at the end of the year. 
Fourteen new students were 
admitted in 1997/1998, bringing the 
total to 150. 143 remained by the 
end of the year. 

Only one was admitted in 
98/99, bringing the total to 144. 125 
remained by the end of the year. 
Thirty-nine new students were 

including white 
students. The Hmong students' 
graduation rate was high-13 out 
of 72 admitted, which was again 
compatible to that of students of 
other ethnic backgrounds, including 
white students. What surprised us 
is the rate of transfer. We lost 31 
students from 1994 to 1999 due to 
transfer. 

Onset of ESL Experience and 
English Proficiency 

Of the 29 Hmong children 
interviewed, 18 of them were born 
in Thailand. The rest were born in 
the United States. The number of 
foreign-born Hmong children 
decreased with age. The higher the 
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grades, the later their onset of ESL 
experience. The four eighth graders 
started learning English as late as 
their third or fourth grades, whereas 
the rest of the interviewees ( with 
one exception) started learning 
English from the Head Start 
program. 

All 29 children interviewed 
started school in the ESL program. 
Seven of them exited from the 
program and were taking regular 
classes at the time of the interview. 
One was placed under the monitor 
program while taking regular 
classes. The rest were still in the 
ESL program. Of those seven who 
exited the ESL program, there was 
one 4th grader, two 5th graders, one 
6th grader, and three 7th graders. 
None of the four 8th graders exited 
from the ESL program. 

Those who exited the ESL 
program had a much shorter 
average length of ESL experience 
in the grade school. The only 4th 

grader who exited ESL had only 3.5 
years of ESL, whereas the other 
four 4th graders who were still in the 
ESL program had an average of six 
years. The two 5th graders exited 
had an average of 5.5 years of ESL 
experience in comparison to 6.75 
years for the rest of the four 5th 

graders who still remained in the 
ESL program. The one 6th grader 
who exited had 5 years of ESL in 
comparison to the other two who 
had eight and seven years 

respectively. The average length of 
ESL among the three exited 7th 

graders was six years in comparison 
to nine years for those still in ESL. 
The four 8th graders had an average 
of 7 .25 years. One thing those who 
exited have in common was that 
they all started learning English at 
the Head Start program 

English Proficiency in School and 
at Home 

All but two children inter
viewed responded that they spoke 
to their parents or were spoken to 
by their parents in Hmong only. 
Among siblings and friends, they 
switched back and forth in both 
languages. If their friends were 
non-Hmong, they naturally spoke to 
them in English. "Hang out with 
white friends, talk English; learn 
from them and they correct you," 
said one 7th grader. But such 
opportunities were rare given the 
fact that most Hmong families in 
Winona lived in the housing project 
where their neighbors were mostly 
Hmongs. "[We] only speak Hmong 
at home," said a 3rd grader. "[We] 
don't speak much English outside 
school," said another. "Family does 
not speak English," as one 8th grader 
put it. Among their Hmong friends, 
they were more likely to speak 
Hmong although they also spoke 
English. 

Children perceived their 
own English language proficiency 
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differently dependent upon with a patrilineal clan structure and 
situations. Almost all felt their a fierce independence. Before their 
English was better when they were arrival and even after decades of 
in school. "Friends and teachers all their immigration to this country, 
speak English, so [I] speak English, little was known about the Hmong 
too," one 3rd grader said. "People culture and its people. Many 
all speak English around you" and Americans still do not know who 
"People understand your English." the Hmongs are, why they are here, 
Indeed speaking English when they or anything about their history and 
could understand ,-----------, culture. 
others and be . .. the written It was not until the 

last ten years that 
studies and reports 
were released to allow 
American people a 
glimpse of this unique 
culture and its 

understood was 
"fun." When they 
spoke English to their 
parents, they were not 
to understood very 

form of the 
Hmong language 
is a novelty to the 
Hmongs, as it is 

well. Another reason ~---t_o_u_s_. ___ _. 
was that "teachers help" and "[we] 
can ask questions" if they didn't 
understand. The self-perceived 
difference in their English 
proficiency was certainly not a 
matter of their English language 
proficiency; it was the environment. 
One allowed them to flourish; the 
other gave them no opportunity. 

Discussion 
Hmong Culture and Their English 

Language Proficiency 
Hmong culture places 

limits on their English language 
proficiency. Hmongs had a 
distinctive agrarian-based culture 
with largely an oral tradition. 
Before they were displaced from 
their highland homes in the 
mountains of Lao, they lived 
isolated in small mountain villages 

consequential approach to learning 
among its members. 

Timm ( 1999), Timm, 
Chiang and Finn (1998) and Timm 
and Chiang ( 1997) examined the 
Hmong culture along the spectrums 
of whether the culture allows 
permissive or strict socialization, 
whether it is loose or tight, whether 
it values varied or routine 
customary, whether it is literate or 
oral, and whether it is in low and 
high context. 

They have found that 
Hmong culture falls at one end of 
the spectrum for all five 
measurements. The Lao rural 
agricultural culture approaches 
learning situation-specific with 
pressure to perf orrn tasks according 
to traditional procedures. The 
culture emphasizes obedience and 
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conformity. It is tight with "little 
latitude" for customary routines. It 
remains primarily oral; the written 
form of the Hmong language is a 
novelty to the Hmongs, as it is to 
us. Formal education is rare and 
almost nonexistent for girls except 
in families with no sons. Skills and 
knowledge pass through genera
tions. In such a culture, learning 
depends largely on observation 
within a social context. 

Diverse culture groups have 
reported different approaches to 
learning. The Hmong culture gives 
rise to a unique learning style of its 
own. Hmongs approach learning 
situation-specific by demonstration 
and observation. They are said to 
be field dependent. 

American culture, however, 
falls on the opposite end of the 
spectrum. American culture values 
permissive socialization which 
gives flexibility to individuals to 
experience, experiment and try out 
different ways of performing tasks. 
It gives greater latitude to variations 
rather than demanding its culture 
members to approach learning in a 
customary routine. American 
culture is highly literate. As such, 
the transformation of know ledge is 
largely dependent upon a 
sophisticated written system; 
therefore, learning is abstract and 
often decontextualized. 

"It's hard to integrate with 
the American culture" is perhaps 

the overwhelming sentiment among 
Hmongs living in Winona because 
the two cultures are vastly different. 
Not only are the cultures different, 
like other immigrants and refugee 
groups, the Hmongs are fiercely 
guarding their own culture and 
language. 

In addition, the Hmongs 
live relatively close with their clan 
members forming something 
resembling a patrilineal clan 
structure that they left behind. It is 
inconclusive whether or not such an 
arrangement is driven by the 
financial need. It is clear from 
national studies, however, that 
Hmongs do live close to each other, 
even those who own their own 
houses. 

The Hmong culture favors 
fathers in terms of job seeking and 
education. Mothers are home 
raising children. Back when they 
lived in the highlands in Laos, only 
boys had the opportunities to go to 
school. It is not surprising that 
fathers are more proficient in the 
first language. 

Fathers are more proficient 
in English as well because they are 
the ones who get to use English 
through communicating with 
English speaking people in work 
and other situations of needs. The 
age-old image of men as 
breadwinners for the household 
turns around to help men learn 
English. 

MINNESOTA ENGLISH JOURNAL 119 

In comparison, mothers are students tend to hang around by 
expected to perform house chores, themselves, perhaps to avoid 
which severely limits the getting "teased" or because they 
opportunities they have to learn know very few children outside 
English. their ESL classes. Except for a few 

Although perhaps Hmong hours in school listening and 
children are not as strong as their speaking to teachers and 
parents in maintaining their home classmates, Hmong children simply 
culture, they bear the consequence. have limited access to English. 
These children grow .------------, In a culture where 

. . . literacy in the 
up with limited skills and knowledge 

h 'bl E fiirst language compre ens1 e ng- pass through 
lish language input. gives • • • the generations and 
Children learning a learner something learning depends 

second language need to fall back to and largely on observation 

a rich environment say, "Ah, this is within a social context, 
with comprehensible how it works. Hmong adults see 
input, an environment themselves helpless in 
where they have easy How intereSfing!" helping their children. 

access to the target language- Their children cannot learn from 
English. them. It is hard to accept the fact 

Unfortunately, the Hmong that the lack of English proficiency 
children lack such a learning seen in their children might be 
environment. What they hear most attributable to their lack of 
at home is Hmong. They live 
closely with other Hmong families. 
Their friends are mostly Hmong, 
and their playground language is 
mostly Hmong. Even in ESL 
classes, because most children there 
are Hmong, they are more likely to 
fall back to their common first 
language for comfort and support. 
Students reported that they found 
themselves speaking more English 
in regular classes than in ESL 
classes. 

Between classes and during 
recess or lunch hours, Hmong 

proficiency. "It's hard" indeed as 
we often hear the Hmong parents 
lamenting over such a dilemma of 
raising children amidst two vastly 
different cultures. It is harder when 
they find themselves helpless. 

The oral tradition of the 
Hmong culture may pose as yet 
another disadvantage. Although 
theories seem to point in opposite 
directions, many researchers argued 
that learners' first language (Ll) 
aided L2. One's level of literacy in 
the first language gives a basis for 
comparison in learning a second 
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language. It gives the learner 
something to fall back to and say, 
"Ah, this is how it works. How 
interesting!" It is no surprise that 
the fathers in this study who scored 
high in L 1 (Hmong) did better in 
L2 (English). Hmong children are 
illiterate in their first language. 

Given the Hmong cultural 
uniqueness, its distance from the 
American culture and the 
consequential differences in 
learning styles, Hmongs students 
are clearly incongruent with the 
conventional school expectations 
and programs in American 
educational system. 

A curricular program such 
as ours that transmits information 
in a decontextualized written form 
and emphasizes an independent 
approach to learning only adds 
more stress to those already 
stressed-out children. 

Orientation to American culture 
aids L2-a positive trend 

among children 
Bosher (1998) reported that 

orientation to American behavior 
and American social contact 
contributed positively to English 
proficiency. Although the Hmong 
adults are living exclusively in their 
home culture, children of the first 
generation Hmongs seem to follow 
a different path-a path in between 
an assimilation of the American 
culture and maintenance of their 

home culture. They represent a 
newly emerging Hmong popu
lation, a population that remains 
faithful to the Hmong culture, but 
at the same time make a conscious 
effect to integrate. This is reflected 
in their success in English language 
learning and other school academic 
learning and in their effort to remain 
in school, to postpone marriage, and 
to go to college. 

It is evident that, when 
compared to their parents, children 
have achieved higher level of 
American orientation because they 
have longer residence (in terms of 
residence and age ratio) and 
schooling in the United States. 
They are much more proficient in 
English. Many Hmong parents 
depend on their school children for 
English-dependent matters and 
correspondences. 

The self-perceived dif
ference in English proficiency 
between home and school settings 
among children is indicative of their 
level of comfort, anxiety and 
frustration. When they are 
confident and comfortable, their 
English is "better." Unlike their 
parents who live exclusively in the 
Hmong culture, these children are 
living in two worlds with two 
languages. They perform better in 
school with English, but at home, 
they perform better in Hmong. 

Often they are frustrated for 
schools don't seem to accept them 

as regular students because they are 
limited in English proficiency. 
They go to ESL classes with other 
students with limited English; most 
of them are Hmong children who 
live in the same neighborhood. 
Their parents restrict them on things 
they can do outside home. Many 
Hmong children grow up without 
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children were more reluctant to 
voice their dislikes. Ten of the 29 
children interviewed refused to 
answer the question of what they 
dislike about their school, and those 
who responded to the question 
listed as their number one concern 
"teasing." Teasing among children 
may be a common playground 

invitations of sleep
overs or parties from 
mainstream Ameri
can children of their 
age groups. 

An orienta
tion to American 

... early onset of 
ESL not only 
reduces the 

number of years of 
ESL needed later 

ritual, but if it was 
directed to someone 
due to his/her race, it 
should concern all 
responsible citizens. 

Hmong's ESL 
culture and language in grade school, it Experience and Their 

English Language 
Proficiency 

for a minority group increases English 
depends as much on proficiency and 
the minority group as overall academic An early start is key 

to success in learning 
English. The time of 

ESL onset was key to success in 
learning English. The earlier the 
onset of second language learning, 
the better the results. According to 
Muller and others ( 1996), Head 
Start programs are associated with 
high reading achievements. The 
findings from this study are 
supportive of early onset of second 
language learning. 

on the majority performance. 
group's acceptance of .._ ________ __. 
the minority group. The Hmongs 
in Winona are giving us a mixed 
message in this regard. On the one 
hand, they responded to our 
community satisfaction 
measurements with a positive note. 
On the other hand, something is 
troublesome. Many Hmong adults 
either refused to answer the 
question whether or not they had 
experienced racial discrimination 
or said that they had. Those who 
chose not to answer the question 
presumably had experienced racial 
discrimination. 

Hmong children echoed the 
same concern. Like their parents, 

First, early onset of ESL not 
only reduces the number of years 
of ESL needed later in grade school, 
it increases English proficiency and 
overall academic performance. 
Seven Hmong students who exited 
from the ESL program all started 
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learning English in Head Start. 
They spent considerably fewer 
years in ESL in grade school in 
comparison to those of the same 
grade group who still remained in 
ESL. Among the five 4th graders, 
the only one who exited from ESL 
had only 3 .5 years of ESL whereas 
the other four had an average of six 
years and they were still in ESL. 
The two 5th graders who exited from 
ESL had an average of 5.5 years in 
comparison to 6. 7 5 years for the rest 
of the four who were still in the 
program. The only 6th grader who 
exited from ESL had 5.0 years in 
comparison to the other two who 
had eight and seven years 
respectively. The average years in 
ESL for the three 7th graders who 
exited from ESL was six years in 
comparison to nine years for the 
other one. None of the four 8th 

graders exited and they spent an 
average of 7 .25 years in the ESL 
program and would remain there for 
some time. 

Most of the 7th and 8th 

graders started learning English at 
much later age. None of the four 
8th graders started in Head Start. In 
fact they started much later than 
children of younger age did. One 
of them started as late as 4th grade 
and one in 3rd grade. Their level of 
English proficiency suffered as a 
result. 

Early onset was also found 
to be associated with children's 

academic success. Those who 
started learning English later were 
found to be less successful later in 
grade schools. The four 8th graders 
not only still remained in ESL 
program, but they were also rated 
"below average proficiency" or 
"greatly lack proficiency" in all 
skills of English by their ESL 
teachers in spite of the fact that they 
had an average 7.25 years of ESL. 
In comparison, the three 7th graders 
who exited from ESL were rated 
"above average proficiency" or 
"average proficiency" in all skill 
areas. 

Adult ESL programs do not 
bring about the expected 

results 
Adult ESL programs didn't 

seem to bring the intended result. 
Learners might have gained a few 
words, phrases and sentences from 
ESL classes, but soon they forgot 
all of them. Other than the obvious 
reason of age, the decontextualized 
classroom learning environment 
did not work well with people from 
a culture where things were learned 
situation-specific by observations 
and demonstration. Secondly, what 
could they do with a few words and 
phrases they picked from ESL 
classes if they had limited access 
to them outside the classroom? 
They forgot them. Thirdly, in adult 
ESL classes, teachers sometimes 
taught about the language instead 
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of the language itself. Such repeatedly thatthe inability of many 
knowledge about how a language Hmong adults to learn English was 
works offers little help to the the principal barrier to employment 
learners in their ability to perform. nationally (Downing 1986; Scott 

Using a particular language 1986; Finck 1986). 
is a skill. As such it needs the When asked what made it 
environment where it can be hard for them to find jobs and be 
practiced, reinforced and eventually financially independent, all respon
internalized. Hmong adults do not ded that language was the number 
havesuchanenviron- .----------- one cause. One 

ment. They have little The adult Hmongs Hmong adult said 

chance to use what are willing to work, with pride when 

they learn in ESL but most asked what made him 

classes in their daily companies will capable of holding a 
life. job, "Because I can 

What made 
only hire those who d d 

un erstan and com-
the difference were can speak and municate with the 

the job opportunities. write in English. mainstream." One 

Having a job outside Without jobs, they unemployed Hmong 

gave the Hmongs have no adult said, "It is hard 

opportunities to prac- opportunity to to communicate and 

tice and improve their speak English. understand what is 
English. Often what ~--------- being said. This is one 
they heard in job places was English of the biggest problems when 
about the jobs and how to perform finding a job." Another one said 

the jobs. Such input was about "It is hard to try to explain what you 
"here and now" situations and thus want with little English. This makes 
easy to understand. This increased it hard to find a good job." 
their likelihood to participate in Unfortunately, if Hmong 
conversations with others. When adults were not given the 
they felt secure and comfortable opportunities to actively engage in 
talking to others, their English took financial sufficiency, they would 
off to other grounds of interests than continue remain as America's 

jobs. underclass. Unfortunately, the 
The finding of this study Hmongs are expected to speak 

came as no surprise that financial English in order to get jobs. 
success among Hmongs was related The adult Hmongs are 
to the level of English language willing to work, but most 
proficiency. It was reported companies will only hire those who 
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can speak and write in English. 
Without jobs, they have no 
opportunity to speak English. We 
need to break this cycle. Hmong 
adults work well with their hands. 
Should companies hire them 
regardless of whether they speak 
English or not? 

Other questions also need 
be raised. For instance, can adult 
ESL classes be made such a virtue 
reality of job places and other 
environments of English? How do 
we provide better ESL assistance to 
Hmong adults? How do we 

maximize the amount of English 
input for children in and out of 
school? How long should Hmong 
children remain in the ESL 
program? Should they be placed 
in classes with other American 
children upon entering the first 
grade? The ultimate question is 
how as a community can we 
provide optimal level of support to 
the Hmongs in their pursuit of 
financial independence and English 
language proficiency? We have 
done a tremendous amount of work, 
but what else can we do? 
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Attachment One: Interview Questions for Parents 
1. Family demographics 

Size of the family 
Structure of the family 

Married couple with children 
Married couple with children and other family members 

The other members are: 
Number of children 
Number of school children 

Number in elementary (which one) 
Number in middle school 
Number in high school 
Number in colleges 

Number of children who are working but still live with parents 
Where they are working 

2. Languages in use at home 
The primary language at home 

Among adults 
Among children 
Between adults and children 

The secondary language (English) used at home 
Among adults 
Among children 
Between adults and children 

3. ESL experience for adults 
Ever been in any ESL program? 

When 
Where 
For how long 

Do these programs help? 
Greatly Somewhat Little Very little 

4. Parents' efforts on child's education 
If they spent time with their children on their school work 
If they encourage their children to go to school 
If they attend their parent-teacher conference 
If they encourage their children to speak English whenever 

possible 
If they feel that it is important for their children to speak 

good English 
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If they think that their children should be raised to follow 
the Hmong culture heritage 

If they encourage their children to make friends with 
children other than Hmongs 

5. Job situation 
Both parents have jobs 
Only one parent has job 
None has job 

6. Housing situation 
own house 
rent houses or apartments 
live on housing project 

7. Satisfaction measurements 
Happy (unhappy) with the situations here at Winona in terms of 

Housing 

Why? 

Child education 
Cultural integration 
Community support 
If they feel welcomed in Winona 
If they have any experience of racial discrimination 
If they find it hard/easy to integrate with the mainstream 

America 

Language barrier 
Cultural barrier 
Others 

Attachment Two: Tests of First and Second Language Proficiency 

Level of first language proficiency 
The ability to read in their first language 
The ability to write in their first language 
The ability to speak their first language 

Level of second language proficiency 
The ability to read English 



128 MINNESOTA ENGLISH JOURNAL 

The ability to speak English 
The ability to write in English 

Scoring Scale: 
Reading ability 

Cannot read 0 
Reading by memorizing 1 
Reading by sounding out the words 2 
Reading fluently 3 

Writing ability 
Cannot write 0 
Writing only their names and addresses 1 
Writing their names and addresses and easy words 2 
Writing complete sentences 3 

Speaking ability 
Cannot speak 0 
Speaking only their names and addresses 1 
Speaking their names and addresses and easy words 2 
Speaking complete sentences fluently 3 

Attachment Three: Interview Questions for Hmong Children 

HOME 
1. When were you born? Where? 
2. If outside U.S., how long have you been in the U.S.? 
3. What language is most often spoken at home ... 

with your parents? 
with your sisters and brothers? 
with your friends? 

4. How many sisters and brothers do you have? 
5. How many are younger? ages? 

older? ages? 
6. If you have older sisters and/or brothers, have they finished high school? 
7. If your older sisters and/or brothers have graduated from high school, 

are they in college or have had secondary schooling? 

SCHOOL AND COMMUNITY 
8. When did you begin learning English? From whom? 
9. How many years of English and/or ESL instruction have you had? 
10. If not in ESL, in what grade did you exit ESL? 
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11. If in ESL, at what time are you in ESL and for how long? 
Do you come to ESL everyday? 

12. Do you feel that your English is better when speaking with friends or 
family members when playing or in other informal settings or 
when speaking in school in your classes? 

13. Do you like your school? 
your teachers the other students? 

14. What do you like about your school? 
15. What don't you like about school? 
16. Do you and your family like Winona? 
17. What do you like about Winona? 
18. What don't you like about Winona? 

Attachment Four: Teacher Evaluation 

Student Name ____ _ Grade __ 
Exited from ESL? Yes __ No Student's English grade at 
this point in the current quarter: 
Student's standardized test score(s) in English: 

Based on grades and what you have observed in your classroom, please 
grade this student's English proficiency in the following areas: 

1= highly proficient 
2= above average proficiency 
3= average proficiency 
4=below average proficiency 
5=greatly lacks proficiency 

Speaking skills 
1 2 3 
Writing skills 
1 2 3 

4 

4 
Reading aloud (if applicable) 

5 

5 

1 2 3 4 5 
Reading comprehension 
1 2 3 4 

Teacher's Signature 

5 

Date 




