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INTRODUCTION

The flows of immigration that have at once characterized and given shape to
the previous American century have entered a unique period since the post-
1960s. One legacy of the unprecedented era of the 1960s social movements
that transformed America has been a dramatic shift in the national opportu-
nity structure. In the wake of the civil rights and women’s movements, the
channels of upward mobility—access to higher education and employment
in major corporations, the government, and the academy—have opened up
to white ethnics, blacks, other ethnic and racial minorities, gays, and women
of all groups (Farley 1996). Only forty years ago, someone’s race, ethnicity,
and/or gender would have been enough to bar that person from an elite
school, a prestigious position, or a neighborhood. Today, equality of opportu-
nity is not only mandated by law but also supported by strong public senti-
ment that lends validation to its existence as a cornerstone of our society.
Consider the Immigration Act of 1965, itself born of ethnocentric aims and
the point of departure for the new, large-scale immigration that continues to-
day. Even when it became apparent that the arrivals were largely hailing from
Latin America, the Caribbean, and Asia, rather than Europe, as lawmakers
had originally envisioned, the United States allowed the new immigration to
continue and, indeed, to expand (Alba and Nee 2003).

Yet, despite such remarkable strides, equality of condition has proven elu-
sive. Racial inequality continues to exist, albeit in different forms, giving rise
to new racial paradoxes. In the case of blacks, for example, there is cause for
optimism. For the first time in American history, middle-class black families
can pass on their advantages to their children with little difficulty
(Hochschild 1995). There is also cause for pessimism, as blacks are still sub-
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Ject to residential segregation and suffer income disparities compared to
whites, even when educational levels are taken into account (Massey and
Denton 1993; Conley 1999). Race continues to matter in the daily life of
middle-class blacks (Lawrence Lightfoot 1994; Hochschild 1995; Patillo-Mc-
Coy 1999), and poor blacks have actually done worse over time, slipping fur-
ther into poverty (Wilson 1987, 1997). Nor are the effects of the past so eas-
ily cast off, as historically derived inequalities in wealth along the lines of
race continue to shape black—white differences in life outcomes among those
born in the post—civil rights period (Conley 1999).

This context, of equality alongside persistent inequality, is what post-1960s
immigrants have encountered. It is equality of opportunity, however, and no-
tably the open opportunity structure available to immigrants, that mostly res-
onates in the national imagination. Hence the term “immigrant strivers”
(used by at least one national newspaper—see New York Times, 2 August
2001, B2; and 7 October 2001, sec. 1A, p. 39),! which is sometimes utilized
to distinguish immigrants from native-born minority groups who apparently
are not striving enough themselves. This book focuses on Asian Americans,
who, as a group, arguably hold a special place in the American collective con-
sciousness as one of the quintessential immigrant strivers, especially in edu-
cation. This popularly held belief has some basis in fact. In some Asian Amer-
ican families, children acquire higher education and enter elite educational,
social, and institutional settings at an unprecedented pace for immigrant mi-
norities (Takagi 1998). Asian Americans have been typified as a model mi-
nority, one that can supposedly offer lessons to everyone, but especially to
other racial minorities, native and immigrant, on how to achieve upward
mobility in today’s America. To those who have argued that race no longer
matters, or that class and culture (e.g., motivation) are more relevant today
than race (Takagi 1998; Schuck 2003), the story of Asian Americans and ed-
ucation contradicts the very idea that race and class can influence educational
opportunity and life outcomes.

This story also adheres to the popular cultural narrative about class and
upward mobility, namely, that one can easily rise from humble origins to
prominence through hard work (Newman 1999; New York Times, 12 January
2003, Arts and Leisure, 1). Before the civil rights movement, it was under-
stood that one had to be white to qualify for such a meteoric rise, and for a
long period, whiteness necessarily meant being Protestant and Anglo-Saxon.2
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Post—civil rights, however, class mobility is thought to be fluid for all Ameri-
cans, regardless of race and ethnicity. Seen from this perspective, Asian Amer-
ican educational success is all the more compelling because it appears to be
both a middle- and working-class phenomenon. The working-class aspects
are evident in the demanding academic preparatory weekend and after-
school programs that have sprung up in the Chinese and Korean immigrant
communities of Los Angeles (Zhou 2001b) and New York City. Parents who
speak little English and who often have only gone as far as middle school
themselves enroll children as young as ten in so-called cram schools, in the
hope that the cram schools will set them on the path to a top-tier college
(New York Times, 10 October 2001, Dg). With each tale of an Asian Ameri-
can family transcending humble beginnings through education, the assump-
tion that race and class do not matter in upward mobility is confirmed.

But does the story of Asian Americans and education really call to mind
an American society where race and class are no longer relevant, as is fre-
quently claimed? The goal of this book is to explore this question through
looking at educational experiences among the children of Chinese immi-
grants. At its heart, the story of Asian Americans and education, both in the
media and in scholarly work, is a story of the immigrant family.> Countless
studies have shown that the Asian immigrant family plays an important role
in shaping children’s educational aspirations and achievement. It is how this
happens that is a matter of debate. Some scholars emphasize the ethnic cul-
tures of Asian immigrants, as transported from their homelands, and in par-
ticular, Confucian values. This ethnic cultures model, widely reported on in
the popular press, draws on the idea that there is something distinctive about
Asian cultures that leads to academic achievement among immigrant chil-
dren. Other observers have looked to economic forces, specifically, how dif-
ferent immigrants are incorporated into the American labor market. Such
structural explanations highlight the pull factors that attract certain types of
immigrants and the various ways in which they are incorporated in the
United States to explain why some Asian immigrant children do so well.

Noticeably absent from such accounts are matters related to race and com-
parisons across class. The goal of this book is to address this gap through ex-
amining how race and class matter in the educational messages that the chil-
dren of Chinese immigrants hear from their parents and in the paths that the
children take to college. Despite the attention paid to the Asian immigrant
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family, we know surprisingly little about how the children themselves situate
the influence of the family in their schooling, and how it fits in with their
own understandings of the social world they live in. I focused on the U.S.-
born and/or U.S.-raised children of Chinese immigrants (what social scien-
tists like to describe as the second and 1.5 generations, respectively®), as they
are regarded as the best positioned to achieve, due to their native, or near-na-
tive, English facility and their parents’ immigrant drive.’

To more fully explore the range of Chinese American experiences with
higher education, I looked at students attending a non-elite college and how
their perspectives and paths compared to those of students at an elite college.
There are, in fact, many different Asian American student populations today.
One would not know this, however, from looking at media and scholarly ac-
counts, which have both tended to focus on students who are at the top of
their class, have won prizes, and are bound for or are already enrolled at elite
postsecondary institutions. The notable exception is the growing number of
studies on the risk of school failure among Southeast Asians, who, generally
speaking, have lower levels of educational attainment (Siu 1996). The atten-
tion being paid to Southeast Asians is highly necessary and long overdue. At
the same time, there is a tendency to see other Asian groups, particularly East
Asians like the Chinese, through the prism of high academic achievement
and to overlook any lines of variation therein.

As a way of examining this variation, I drew my sample from two very
different four-year institutions along the private/public and residential/com-
muter spectrum: Columbia University, an Ivy League school, and Hunter
College of the City University of New York (CUNY), a public commuter
school. The decision to draw respondents from these two schools also allowed
me to tap into social-class background, which is often correlated with the
type of postsecondary institution attended (Kwong 1987; Weinberg 1997). In
short, I expected that my Hunter respondents would tend to come from
working-class backgrounds and my Columbia students to come primarily
from suburban, middle-class families, although I expected some from work-
ing-class backgrounds as well. Through interviews with sixty-eight students
and fieldwork conducted during 1998-99,° I examined how respondents
from such diverse class backgrounds understood the role of the family in their
paths to such different colleges. As I argue in the pages to come, my respon-
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dents’ understandings of education are indeed centered on the immigrant
family, but they are in decided contrast to conventional wisdom; as it turned

out, race, class, and gender do matter, and in particularly powerful ways.

Asian Americans and Race: Model Minorities
and Honorary Whites?

That race 1s largely missing from previous discussions of Asian Americans and
education is, on one level, surprising. I should say that race is defined here as
a system of power structured by socially constructed labels in the interests of
the dominant group. Along these lines, the very term “Asian American” (and
“Oriental,” its predecessor) identifies a racialized ethnicity and subsumes in-
dividual group differences under an externally imposed racial label. Accord-
ing to the U.S. Census Bureau, “Asian Americans” refers to people whose an-
cestral origins lie in such diverse and extensive geographic environs as the Far
East, Southeast Asia, or the Indian subcontinent.” Yet, apart from the work of
Tuan (1998) and Kibria (2002), we know little about how children interpret
their parents’ perceptions of racial hierarchy in the United States and the ex-
tent to which such parental understandings of race factor into their views
about education.

The absence of race in previous discussions is even more telling, when we
consider that race is strongly implicated in when and how the story of Asian
Americans and education, as we know it, came into being. The model-mi-
nority myth was introduced in 1966 at the height of the civil rights move-
ment, a time of great racial transformation. As with all transitions, there were
those who did not welcome change, particularly the claims of injustice voiced
by blacks and Latinos and their supporters. Seen from that light, the model-
minority myth was an effective way of disciplining such claims of inequality
without ever naming the dominant group’s vested interest in the existing
paradigm of race relations. The model-minority myth does this by brilliantly
articulating the popular belief that ours is an open society where success is at-
tainable by dint of hard work alone. The very success of Asians implicitly
speaks to the question of why other minority groups are struggling and hav-
ing a much harder time entering the ranks of higher education. If the model-
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minority hypothesis is to be believed, the relative lack of mobility of those
other groups is due to individual or group-level cultural failings (e.g., an un-
willingness to work hard and value education) rather than an opportunity
structure blocked along the lines of race and class (Steinberg 1982; Osajima
1988; Nakayama 1988; Slaughter-Defoe et al. 1990; Glenn and Yap 1994; Lee
1996; Kim 2000). If Asians can make it, why can’t everyone else?

The empirical origins of the model-minority hypothesis can be traced
to the mobility experienced by the descendants of the first wave of Asian
immigrants, largely Chinese and Japanese, who arrived in the United
States during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Most of
these immigrants and their children faced considerable discrimination that
as late as the 1930s meant that more than four-fifths of all Chinese work-
ers in the United States were relegated to manual labor as cooks, waiters,
domestics, and laundrymen (Siu 1992a, 19). In 1940 Chinese Americans
had a median of 5.5 years of schooling, as compared to 8.7 years for
whites, and they were “only half as likely to complete high school or col-
lege as whites” (Weinberg 1997, 23). After World War II, however, the op-
portunity structure in the United States was opened to Asian Americans,
and mobility patterns started to change; over the next two decades, Chi-
nese and Japanese Americans started to move into more integrated neigh-
borhoods and employment (Nee and Wong 1985; Kwong 1987; Siu 1992a;
Chen 1996; Alba and Nee 2003). It was this mobility in the face of prior
adversity that formed the initial empirical thread of the model-minority
myth.

The years since the 1960s have brought a set of ironies with regard to the
model-minority hypothesis: on the one hand, it has been actively challenged
in some quarters,® while on the other, a confluence of factors has given rise
to enough mobility among Asian immigrant families to reinforce and, in-
deed, even enhance its claims. The key to understanding the latter trend is
the post-1960s historical context, occasioned as it was by a dramatic lessening
of formerly extreme levels of exclusion. Enrollments in postsecondary educa-
tional institutions, for example, steadily grew, and there was a twofold increase
in their number, fueled largely by the influx of women and racial and ethnic
minorities (Lucas 1994, 227—29; Brubacher and Rudy 1996, 399).

It was also in 1965 that lawmakers reformed previously exclusionary im-
migration policies (Farley 1996; Alba and Nee 2003),” setting into motion a
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new wave of large-scale immigration. As Asian Americans were gaining a
reputation as academic exemplars, they were also becoming more visible na-
tionally as one of the nation’s fastest-growing ethnic groups, due to high lev-
els of immigration. In 1960, there were only 877,934 Asian Americans in the
general population; by 1990, after more than two decades of immigration, the
number had increased almost tenfold, to 7.3 million, and included a far wider
range of Asian ethnic groups (Hune and Chan 1997). In the 2000 census, ap-
proximately 11.9 million people, or 4.2 percent of the population, identified
themselves as Asian, either solely or in combination with one or more other

races.!?

Vis-a-vis Asians and education, this immigration has had two signif-
icant outcomes. First, it has brought substantial numbers of mobile Asian im-
migrants, who come to the United States for higher education or who al-
ready have postsecondary and/or advanced degrees. Second, less-educated
Asian families benefit from the open and accessible K—12 educational system,
which offers their children the possibility for some kind of mobility through
education.

In other words, the fruits of the civil rights movement along with the class
selectivity that has characterized aspects of Asian immigration, combined
with the immigrants’ own efforts and family resources, have created a unique
experience. It is true that no other group has done as well as quickly as Asian
Americans, at least in the aggregate. As I will soon discuss, the disaggregate
picture is more complex. It is equally the case, and this is the part that often
goes unsaid, that key institutional changes have made this possible. If we
keep this in mind, we can better understand why, historically, Asians have
achieved mobility at a faster rate than other immigrant groups. Consider
American Jews—the immigrant success story of the first great wave of im-
migration that occurred in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
It has been pointed out that Asian Americans today are assimilating even
more quickly than Jewish immigrants of the previous century. And yet,
should we be surprised, given the challenging circumstances confronted by
American Jews until after World War II—namely, high levels of exclusion and
a largely closed opportunity structure? A significant proportion of the con-
temporary Asian American population has benefited from the much more in-
clusive context of immigration that has characterized the period from the
mid-1960s through to the present day.

The overall high levels of post-1960s immigration have inserted Asian
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Americans into a debate about immigration that both draws from and ex-
pands the model-minority image, with important consequences for inter-
group relations. The immigrant-striver image, for example, has been accom-
panied by pointed comparisons between immigrants from Latin America and
Asia, the two largest sources of contemporary immigration. In public dis-
course, Asian immigrants are routinely portrayed as having “good culture,” in
essence, they are seen as hard-working strivers who make good use of their
opportunities in the United States. Latino immigrants, on the other hand, are
routinely portrayed as having “bad culture,” as likely to turn to crime, to have
too many kids, to seek out welfare, a group that is ultimately doomed to fail-
ure in the United States (Fukuyama 1994; Espenshade and Belanger 1997;
Rumbaut 1997).

We see this counterpoint in national opinion surveys that ask Americans
to rank their preferences for immigrant-sending countries; Europe consis-
tently comes out on top, Asia in the middle, and Latin America at the very
bottom (Espenshade and Belanger 1997). Even Americans who believe the
nation is letting in too many immigrants generally view Latin Americans as
“less desirable” than Asians (Espenshade and Belanger 1997). Thus, whether
compared to native-born minority groups or to immigrant groups, Asian
Americans seem to arrive at the same outcome, honorary white status (Tuan
1998), and they function as a rebuke to those unable to do the same.

And vyet, for all the claims of an honorary white status, Asian Americans
are still subject to racial discrimination and marginalization (Lowe 1996; Es-
piritu 1997). We know that Asian Americans are often seen as perpetually
foreign, with their loyalties constantly in question and thus inauthentically
American (Lowe 1996; Tuan 1998; Kim 2000). As Kibria notes, the cam-
paign-finance scandals of the late 1990s highlighting the involvements of
Asians are continuing evidence of the “challenges to the legitimacy of their
membership and belonging in dominant society” (2002, 13). Indeed, all the
public attention given to the supposed acceptance of Asian Americans over-
looks the fact that they continue to be the subjects of hate crimes (National
Asian Pacific American Legal Consortium 2002). In 1982 a Chinese Ameri-
can man, mistaken as a Japanese was beaten by two white, laid-off auto
workers in Detroit; they blamed Japanese corporations for the decline of the
American automobile industry.!" It was the ensuing legal aftermath, when

the two men were convicted of manslaughter but were given a sentence of



