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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This report compares the educational performance of Asian and Hmong students with that of other students
in six school districts (Appleton, Eau Claire, Green Bay, La Crosse, Sheboygan, and Wausau) across Wisconsin.
The six locations were selected for study because Hmong students comprise the largest minority population in the
school district. Data from standardized tests given to students at the third, fourth, eighth, and 10th grades in these
districts indicate that — despite the prevalence of risk factors, including family poverty, unemployment, welfare de-
pendency, and teen pregnancy — Asian students (approximately 90% of whom, in these districts, are Hmong) have
scores above the national norms. Interviews with teachers, counselors, bilingual staff, and administrators indicate
that Hmong students have made a better adaptation to the school environment and are graduating at rates compara-
ble to or higher than other students. Many will continue on to post-secondary education in the University of Wis-
consin (UW) System, where they have a higher retention rate than other groups. It is likely that Hmong youth will
be more successful in their educational careers than any other immigrant or refugee group ever to come to the Unit-
ed States.

. More than 200 Hmong and other Southeast Asian students enter the UW System as new freshmen each
year. The retention rate for these students surpasses that of other groups — including white students.

. More than 80% (n=42) of the Southeast Asian students participating in the state Department of Public In-
struction’s (DPI's) Early Identification Program (EIP) who graduated from the Wausau school district in
1995-96 have continued their education at the post-secondary level.

. The graduation rate for Asian high school students (95%) is higher than that reported for white and other
non-Asian high school students.

. Hmong children and adolescents have made a better adaptation to the educational environment at all levels
than have other students: they study more and complete homework assignments on time, have a better un-
derstanding of teacher expectations, and are less likely to miss classes or cause problem behaviors.

. In four of the six school districts, Asian students perform at levels comparable to or above those of other
students (including white students) on the Third-Grade Reading Comprehension Test.

. Asian students scored above average compared to national norms in at least four of five subject areas on
the Fourth-Grade Knowledge and Concepts Examination in all but one of the six school districts. Their
highest subject was social studies.

. On both the Eighth- and 10th-Grade Knowledge and Concepts Examinations, Asian students scored above
average compared to national norms in four of five subject areas in two of the six school districts.

. A majority of Asian students are classified as Limited English Speaking (LES) students and are enrolled in
Bilingual/Bicultural Education Programs at the elementary, middle, and senior-high levels. These pro-
grams are very expensive, and an increasing share of program costs are borne by local school districts.

. Some Hmong children have remained in English as a Second Language (ESL) programs for many years
and are unable to enter the mainstream curriculum. There is concern that more serious learning disabilities
may be masked by limited English abilities and that new programs focused on these learning disabilities
will need to be developed.

Recommendations
. Hmong and other Southeast Asian students should receive additional instruction in science in the elemen-

tary grades; this is consistently their lowest subject area in the Wisconsin Student Assessment Service
(WSAS) Knowledge and Concepts Examination.



Reports on standardized test results and other data reported at the state and district levels should include
breakdowns by ethnic/racial groups. Data from larger school districts should report separate scores for eth-
nic subgroups (such as the Hmong) that are of special significance for educational policy within local
school districts. Summary reports (without the ethnic breakdowns noted here) are published as part of the
annualWisconsin School Performance Repofit a minimum, these data should be made available in ta-

bles on the state DPI's World Wide Web site.

Information concerning enroliments in and the number of students exiting from Bilingual-Bicultural Edu-
cation programs should be reported by grade level for each school district. These reports should include
the average number of years that students have spent in the Bilingual/Bicultural programs. Aggregate data
reported at present do not provide useful information about student performance.

Statewide assessment of Bilingual-Bicultural Programs is on the horizon. This assessment should provide
important evaluative data as to which type of program is most effective with Hmong and other LES stu-
dents. Although a standard Bilingual-Bicultural program for all school districts may not be desirable, as-
sessment data should suggest positive changes in the array of programs currently found across (and within)
school districts.

The long-term impact of Wisconsin Works (W-2) and other welfare-reform measures on Hmong house-
holds and especially on Hmong students should be closely monitored. If the reform measures have posi-
tive impacts on Hmong children (for example, by increasing the resources that Hmong households may
share with one another), then W-2 will have had a very successful outcome.

Hmong children have generally been successful in the public schools and may serve as a model for other
groups of both white and other non-Hmong ethnic and minority populations. Programs that strengthen
family ties and obligations within families should be brought to the state legislature and funded for other
groups of students.

Programs that allow families to pool their resources to qualify for housing loans, education loans, and other
expenses should be developed. For example, the joint State of Wisconsin/University of Wisconsin plan
that allows families to contribute money to tax-exempt funds for the future educational expenses of their
children (“EdVest") might be expanded to allow groups of families to contribute to an account that is then
available to all children in the group.
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INTRODUCTION

The sign on the front door of Lincoln Elementary School in downtown Appleton, Wisconsii eagtos
Nej. Underneath this Hmong greeting, the sign continues in English: “Welcome to your school. Please register in
school office.” In the entrance hallway are paintings from the sixth-grade class — art projects in which students
were asked to draw and then paint their favorite sandwich. The names carefully printed at the bottom of the paint-
ings indicate that 13 of the 29 students in the class are Hmong. Michelle Yang’s picture shows a three-level ham-
burger, complete with mustard, ketchup, and a pickle. This is not the public elementary school that adults in north-
ern Wisconsin remember from their childhood.

This is the new face of public education in the six cities that span the middle of Wisconsin, from La Crosse
on the Mississippi River in the west to Sheboygan on the shore of Lake Michigan in the east. Hmong refugees now
comprise the largest minority population in these communities. Just two decades ago, it is safe to say that no one in
Wisconsin — and only a handful of persons in the United States — knew who the Hmong people were. Yet now
the future well-being of these communities is inextricably tied to the success — or failure — of Hmong children in
the public schools. The good news is that Hmong students are outperforming other groups of students.

Recent studies from San Diego and St. Paul suggest that Hmong students outperform white and other non-
Hmong students. In St. Paul, Hmong students spend more time on homework than other students (three hours per
day compared to less than half an hour for non-Hmong students), are less likely to be involved in problem-causing
activity, and have higher grade-point averages (GPASs) than other students (McNall, Dunnigan, and Mortimer 1994).
In San Diego, Hmong students are less likely to drop out of high school than other recent immigrants, and Hmong
high school students with Fluent English Proficiency have higher GPAs than other groups (Rumbaut 1995). De-
spite high levels of household poverty, parental unemployment, broken households due to the death of parents, and
high rates of early marriage for Hmong females, Hmong students in St. Paul have graduation rates similar to those
of other students (Hutchison and McNall 1994) and continue their education at two- and four-year colleges at levels
comparable to those of other groups (Hutchison and McNall 1997). The high level of educational attainment of
Hmong students in these communities has been attributed to their strong family and kinship system and to support
within the ethnic community for the education of both male and female adolescents.

Although anecdotal information suggests that Hmong students in Wisconsin may have a similar pattern of
school success, there is no specific evidence to indicate whether they do better or worse than other students. Indeed,
continuing reports of adolescent gang involvement, early marriage of Hmong females, and the like might suggest
that Hmong students are not doing particularly well. Recent school-board controversies over educational policies
concerning Hmong students in La Crosse and Wausau have received national attention. Reports indicating that
Asian Americans in Wisconsin have high rates of residential segregation and higher levels of poverty than other
groups raise serious questions about the educational opportunities for a coming generation of Hmong children in our
state. No issue is more important for the economic and social integration of Hmong refugees in the coming decades
than the education of the first generation of children born in the United States. And because Hmong families now
constitute the largest minority population in the six cities studied here, the success of Hmong children in the public
schools is of critical importance.

In this report, we compare the educational performance of Hmong and non-Hmong students in elementary,
secondary, and post-secondary education in Wisconsin. Standardized test scores that measure the performance of
Asian and other groups of students are available at several different grade levels for public school districts across
the state. Enrollment and retention data from the UW System includes data on Southeast Asian refugee students
from the 13 campuses, as well as the two-year campuses. We also interviewed teachers, administrators, bilingual-
bicultural teachers and aides, guidance counselors, and others in schools across the state to collect qualitative data to
help us better understand the educational performance of Asian and Hmong students in the public education system
in Wisconsin.

The six school districts selected for study are the Appleton Area School District, Eau Claire Area School
District, Green Bay Area School District, La Crosse School District, Sheboygan Area School District, and Wausau
School District. These research locations include larger and smaller cities with Hmong populations ranging from



4

some 2,700 persons (in Eau Claire) to 4,000 or more persons (in Wausau). In each of these communities, Hmong
households account for 90% or more of the local Asian population, and Hmong students are the largest minority
group in the public schools. In addition, the research sites include two communities (La Crosse and Wausau) in
which issues concerning educational opportunities for Hmong students resulted in recall elections of school-board
members.

THE HMONG DIASPORA: BACKGROUND TO RESETTLEMENT IN THE UNITED STATES

The story of the Hmong in Wisconsin is intimately connected to American involvement in the Second In-
dochinese War. It is the story of military and political alliances forged between Hmong leaders and the U.S. mili-
tary in the early years of American intervention in Southeast Asia. With the Geneva Cease-Fire Agreement of
1961, the Kennedy administration agreed todadéactopartition of Laos. Pathet Lao forces controlled the northern
half of the country and the royal Laotian government controlled the southern half; American diplomats refused ef-
forts on the part of Laotian politicians to form coalition governments made up of both left- and right-wing leaders.
With growing American involvement in Viethnam in the mid-1960s, control of Laos (and of the Ho Chi Minh trail
into South Vietnam) took on greater strategic value. Hmong forces were recruited by the Central Intelligence Agen-
cy (CIA) for military tasks ranging from fighting against Pathet Lao forces, mining the Ho Chi Minh trail, setting up
ambushes for North Viethamese troops, and rescuing American pilots shot down over Laos. At the height of the
Laotian conflict, the village of Long Cheng — the major military staging center for the Hmong army — included a
population of more than 30,000 persons.

By 1970, Pathet Lao forces had gained control of central Laos (the Plain of Jars and surrounding region).
The Hmong army, under the direction of General Van Pao, emerged as the only effective fighting force opposing
takeover of the country, and thus the Hmong “secret army” took the brunt of wartime casualties, the full extent of
which will never be known. It is estimated that at least 30,000 persons (fully 10% of the Hmong population living
in Laos) were killed during the conflict. An additional 30% — about 100,000 persons — became refugees in their
own land. By March of 1971, the last Hmong stronghold in the southern highlands (Sam Thong) was abandoned
and the Hmong army began a retreat toward the capital of Vientienne. Hmong and Laotian forces loyal to the U.S.-
supported government would continue to fight in the area around the capital city until a military coup in 1975 final-
ly delivered the country into the hands of the Pathet Lao.

When the United States withdrew the last of its personnel from South Vietnam in 1975, it also abandoned
the more than 100,000 Hmong soldiers and dependents who had assisted in the French and American war efforts for
nearly 20 years. Leaders of the Hmong army were airlifted from the country. Fearing retribution from the new
communist government, other Hmong soldiers and their families began an exodus across the Mekong River into
Thailand. Eventually, they were resettled into refugee camps located at Ban Vinai, Ban Nam Yao, and Chieng
Kohm (shown in the map of Southeast Asia on the next page). Here they would await placement with sponsoring
agencies and a new life in France, Australia, and the U.S. The first group of 9,000 Hmong refugees arrived in the
United States in the years immediately following the American withdrawal from South Vietnam (1975-1978). They
were followed by 43,000 persons in 1979-1981; the largest single group, some 27,000 persons, arrived in 1980. By
1980, some 90,000 Hmong refugees had been admitted to the country.

REFUGEE RESETTLEMENT PROGRAMS

Refugee resettlement programs fall under the jurisdiction of the U.S. Commissioner on Refugees. This of-
fice coordinates programs with state agencies and with religious groups and other organizations at the state level.
Each state must submit plans for the resettlement of refugee families; typically, these include plans for the sponsor-
ship of individual families, occupational training, and the like. Refugees are then distributed among localities with
qualified refugee assistance programs. To some degree, then, the federal government (through the oversight of the
U.S. Commissioner on Refugees) may influence the specific states and even cities in which refugees eventually set-
tle. Geographic dispersion is important for the success of resettlement programs: the concentration of a large num-
ber of refugee families in any single state or city can place a heavy burden on social services and local school dis-
tricts. Distributing refugee families across states and across local jurisdictions would keep state and local expendi-
tures low and increase opportunities for the economic and social integration of refugee families.
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The resettlement of Hmong households has been

TABLE 1 Hmong Population much more unpredictable than any government agency or
in the United States local organization ever anticipated. The initial resettle-
by State, 1983-1997 ment plans did not give full recognition to the importance

of Hmong kinship and political structures. Fass (1986)
1983 1988 1997 reports evidence of major shifts in the Hmong population
as early as 1980 (just four years after the arrival of the

California 28,000 59,000 75,000 first groups of refugees), as secondary migration resulted

Wisconsin 4,720 16,450 39,178 in the concentration of Hmong families in and around

Minnesota 8,730 13,700 30,000

Fresno, California, and in the Minneapolis-St. Paul area.

lllinois 2,050 710 650 . . L
Rhode Island 1700 2 180 1.890 _F|gures shown in Table 1 to.the left .|nd|cate the extgnt of
Colorado 1750 1300 5000 interstate movement and increasing concentration of
Michigan 1:570 2:760 3:000 Hmong families during the last two decades. In 1983,
Utah 1,500 170 127 some 68.0% of Hmong refugees were concentrated in just
Pennsylvania 1,200 750 2,500 three states — California, Wisconsin, and Minnesota. By
Washington 1,100 1,185 125 1997, this figure had increased to more than 85%. In
Oregon 1,100 1,130 2,000 some states — most notably, lllinois and Utah — the
Hmong population declined dramatically between 1983
U.S. Total 61,000 105,000 168,337

and 1988, as families moved to other areas of the coun-

Source: Simon Fass, The Hmong in Wisconsin: try. Since 1990, some 35,557 refugees from Laos have

On the Road to Self-Sufficiency (Milwaukee been resettled in the United States. Some 45% of the
Wisconsin Policy Research Institute, 1991); new refugees made California their state of initial reset-
State of Wisconsin, Office of Refugee Assistance, tlement, while 18% were resettled in Wisconsin and 14%

1997 (personal communication).

in Minnesotal As the figures in the column for 1997

show, the 1983 and 1988 figures understate the continu-

ing concentration of Hmong refugees in these three
states, as they report only on the state of initial resettle-
ment and do not take into account secondary migration and natural increase, both of which are very important con-
tributors to the continued increase in the Hmong population in the three states.

Family kinship networks formed the core of Hmong social and political structure in Southeast Asia.
Hmong villages in Laos often were dominated by particular clans and lineage groups, which elected local officials
and influenced political decisions. The splintering of family groups during the initial resettlement process means
that most Hmong families have extensive kinship networks spanning the country. A family that was resettled in
California, for example, might well have relatives living in Minnesota and Wisconsin. Other families may discover
that they have relatives living in other communities within their home state, as is frequently the case in Wisconsin.
Hmong households move from areas where other clans dominate in favor of cities where they will have greater ac-
cess to leadership positions, employment opportunities, and tife like.

Although the federal government made efforts to relieve states and local communities from the financial
burdens associated with job training, housing, and educational programs that the new refugee groups were expected
to create, this funding has proved to be inadequate. The extensive secondary migration of Hmong households, as
described above, meant that costs for refugee programs and services would be borne disproportionately by a rela-
tively small number of states, rather than being spread across the 15 or 20 participating states. And federal officials
grossly underestimated the need for long-term language, education, and job-training programs for Hmong adults to
facilitate their full participation in local economies. In the mid-1990s, some 20 years after the arrival of the first
Hmong refugees in the United States, a majority of Hmong adults are not actively participating in the labor force,
and many are isolated from the social and cultural life of the communities in which they live (see Rumbaut 1996).

HMONG REFUGEES IN WISCONSIN

The first Hmong refugees arrived in Wisconsin in 1976, shortly after the fall of South Vietnam. Because
of the strong commitment of Lutheran Social Services and Catholic Charities toward refugee resettlement, there has
been a regular flow of new refugee households into cities across the state since thaEiomes from the U.S.



Department of Health and Human Servi

showed a total of 16,450 Hmong for the stal TABLE 2 Hmong Population in Wisconsin
1988, although the 1990 U.S. Census repor Cities, 1988-1997

slightly lower figure of 16,373. Unlike Mit

nesota and California, where large number Percentage
Hmong families are concentrated in a single Inclrgegge,
pan area (more than 40,000 Hmong prest 1988 1990 1997 1997
live in and around Fresno and some 30,0C

and around Minneapolis-St. Paul), seven c Appleton 1,850 2,000 3,283  64.2
in Wisconsin have a Hmong population of Eau Claire 1,860 2,160 2,738 26.8
tween 2,700 and 4,000 persons. By the | Fond du Lac 120 200 406 103.0
1980s, Wisconsin surpassed Minnesota a: Green Bay 1,570 2,300 3,616 57.2
state with the second-largest Hmong popula La Crosse 1,900 2,390 3,241  35.6
Much of this growth has been due to natura Madison 660 750 1,641 118.8
crease within the local Hmong population. 1 m‘xg‘a’gs 3 ggg ;;gg 213’2461(7) 122'(7)
has been supplemented by the secondary n Oshkosh ’650 ’930 1:901 104:4
tion pf Hm.ong households fr.om qther states Sheboygan 1180 1,800 3.900 1167
cluding Minnesota and California) and by Wausau 1,800 2,040 4,020 97.1
continued arrival of families from refug Other 710 830 4,325 4211
camps in Thailand. Because the Hmong poj

tion increased so rapidly over the last dec Total 16,100 19,800 39,178  97.9

there may be a tendency to overestimate
number of recent arrivals within Hmong cc
munities around the state. A study of
Hmong population in Green Bay, conducte:
1990, found that one-third of the Hmong fa
lies had lived in the city for 10 years or lon
(Hutchison 1991).

Source: Simon Fass, The Hmong in Wisconsin: On the Road
to Self-Sufficiency (Milwaukee, Wisconsin Policy Research
Institute, 1991) and State of Wisconsin, Office of Refugee
Assistance, Indochinese Refugee Population in Wisconsin,
June 1997.

A 1991 report on the economic integration of Hmong refugees in Wisconsin provides important informa-
tion on state and local trends in employment and economic well-being (Fass 1991). For the state as a whole, more
than half (54%) of Hmong households were receiving public assistance in 1990 — but this figure was down from
73% in 1988. Only a third (33.7%) of Hmong households had at least one adult employed in 1988, and fewer than
one in six (12.7%) had access to health insurance through their employment. The average hourly wage of $6.20 for
men and $4.10 for women meant that most households reported annual incomes of between $13,000 and $21,000.
Implementation of new employment programs under the Key States Initiative (KSI) beginning in October of 1987
resulted in 920 full-time placements and 472 self-sufficient families by March 1990.

Despite efforts to provide job training and employment for Hmong adults, a substantial number of this
group remain unemployed, and a majority of Hmong households have incomes below the federal poverty line. Ac-
cording to a 1994 report on child poverty by the Wisconsin Council on Children and Families, “Compared to other
states, Wisconsin had among the very worst poverty rates for Asian and African American children. The Asian
child poverty rate in Wisconsin was the highest in the country, 48.1%, far exceeding the next worst state, Mississip-
pi, where the rate was less than 40%” (Kaplan 1994: 4). Commenting on the study, Anne Arneson, Director of the
Wisconsin Council on Children and Families, noted, “People have felt that generally Asian populations do very well
in this country. ... But the Asian kids we have here are in such abject poverty. They are our hidden minority”
(quoted in McCauley 1994: Al).

In 1996, the Institute for Research on Poverty at the University of Wisconsin-Madison reported that the
number of Asian mothers receiving Aid for Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) under program provisions
for unemployed parents living in two-parent households had increased from 4% in 1983 to 31% in 1993. The per-
centage of families with four or more children also increased, from 14% to 32% during this period. The report also
noted that Hmong refugee families, the fastest-growing group of two-parent families receiving welfare benefits in
Wisconsin, are likely to be greatly impacted by the state’s Wisconsin Works program, which will limit the total
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number of years that a household may collect welfare benefits and which will pay a flat cash grant regardless of the
number of children in the family (Dresang 1996).

Data from the six school districts included in our study indicate the extent of poverty and unemployment
for Hmong refugee families. In the most recent school year, for example, more than 95% of Hmong children en-
rolled in the Green Bay Area School District were eligible for school-lunch programs because their families report-
ed incomes below the poverty line (Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction, National School Lunch Program
Self-Report for the Green Bay Area School District, 1996). And in the six counties represented by the school dis-
tricts in this study, between 33% (Eau Claire County, Eau Claire School District) and 57% (Marathon County,
Wausau Area School District) of Asian families were enrolled in AFDC, Food Stamps, or Medical Assistance Pro-
grams (Wisconsin CARES System 1997).

Roy Beck (1994) wrote of the impact of Hmong resettlement in WausBeirAtlantic Monthly He de-
scribed Wausau in 1980 as an ethnically homogeneous city (less than one percent of the population was non-white)
where residents long considered themselves to be cozy, safe, and middle-class. Beck then invited readers to look at
Wausau to understand “the ordeal of assimilation” and the possible American future if federal laws governing im-
migration and refugee policy are not changed. He suggests that Hmong refugees are responsible for a wide range
of social and economic problems confronting the community, from overcrowded schools to increased public-wel-
fare and unemployment expenditures, increased tax burdens, and gang violence. According to Beck, people in
Wausau view the resettlement of Hmong refugees in their midst as an “invasion” of their city; they describe their
new Hmong neighbors as “strange;” they are embittered by the “special” benefits that the Hmong receive because
they are refugees; the Hmong are viewed as a drain on public services. While it is correct that Beck underestimated
the extent of assimilation that already had occurred among Hmong refugee households and ignored the eagerness of
immigrants and refugees to adopt U.S. values as their own (Koltyk 1997), it is also the case that many people in
communities across northern Wisconsin react to their new Hmong neighbors in much the way that Beck describes.
This past school year, a Hmong student stood for election as prom queen at one of the Wausau high schools; her
campaign posters were defaced with “white-power” slogans. Not all of the problems confronting Wausau and other
Wisconsin communities are due to the new refugees who have resettled there.

STUDIES OF HMONG EDUCATIONAL ACHIEVEMENT

Hmong adolescents would appear to represent a significant “at-risk” population. In most communities
across the state, a majority of Hmong adults are unemployed, most Hmong households have incomes below the
poverty line, and many households have one or both parents absent. More than half of teen-aged Hmong girls in
high school will be married and have their first child before their senior year. A recent St. Paul study found that
Hmong households had a greater absolute level of poverty and deprivation than other minority populations; for ex-
ample, a larger number of Hmong parents said that they sometimes did not have the money to buy necessary sup-
plies for their children (Mueller 1990). Some 95% of Hmong children in the Green Bay public schools qualify for
federal school lunch programs — meaning that they come from households with incomes below the federal poverty
line.

Early studies of the educational performance of Hmong students suggested that relatively few Hmong stu-
dents completed their basic education. In 1984, Downing, Olney, Mason, and Hendricks (1984: 50-51) estimated
that 90% of Hmong girls in the Minneapolis-St. Paul area dropped out of high school. A study of high-achieving
high school girls in California reported that most would not complete high school because of family and community
pressures for early marriage. Ranard (1989) reported that Hmong students were less likely to go to college and, if
they did go to college, were less likely to be successful than other groups. According to Ranard, Hmong students
were not successful in college because of a lack of financial resources, early marriage (an important limitation on
the educational careers of Hmong females), and a family structure that emphasizes obedience to authority: unlike
high school, college places a premium on autonomy rather than authority. In retrospect, it is clear that many of
these studies were based largely upon anecdotal information and that the results may be relevant only for the first
group of Hmong children and adolescents who entered the public-school system immediately after their arrival in
the United States with little preparation for or knowledge of what to expect in the school environment.
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More recent studies of Hmong high school students in California and St. Paul suggest very different out-
comes. Mueller (1997) reports that Hmong children fared well in acquiring reading and math skills compared to
other children from other low-income households. In this study, achievement-test results and teacher ratings indi-
cated that Hmong students were about equal with their classmates by the end of first grade. Teachers rated kinder-
garten and first-grade Hmong children more highly than their classmates in overall motivation to succeed academi-
cally, overall classroom behavior, cooperation, and self-control. In San Diego, Hmong students were found to have
above-average grades and standardized scores in the highest
for a mathematics achievement test (Rumbaut and Ima 1988). Why is it that Hmong
recent study of new immigrant groups in California found that Hr children, most of whom
students aréess likelyto drop out of high school than other recent
migrants and that Hmong high school students with Fluent Er are exposeql toa Iarge
Proficiency have higher GPAs than other groups (Rumbaut 1995 number of risk factors,

. o _ are able to do as

quormanon fror_n a longitudinal study Qf Hmong high sct well as — and some-
students in St. Paul indicates that the academic performance of | .
high school students was higher than that of other groups: in St times better than —
the high school GPA of Hmong students was nearly a full point f other children?
than that of non-Hmong students (3.24 versus 2.48); althougt
Hmong students spent an average of 1.4 hours per week night on homework, Hmong students reported spending 5.5
hours; and Hmong students have higher educational aspirations than non-Hmong students (McNall, Dunnigan, and
Mortimer 1994). Although a majority of Hmong girls are married by their senior year of high school (and most will
have one or more child by their senior year), most Hmong girls graduated on time during their senior year and many
continued on to post-secondary education (Hutchison and McNall 1997).

These recent research findings raise a set of intriguing and overlapping research questions: Why is it that
Hmong children, most of whom are exposed to a large number of serious risk factors, are able to do as well as —
and sometimes better than — other children? What factors might account for both the early school success of
Hmong children, as well as the relatively high levels of post-secondary educational activity of young adults? And
are Hmong students in Wisconsin having the same degree of educational success as Hmong students in other parts
of the country?

DEVELOPING A RESEARCH MODEL

The research model used for this study incorporates quantitative and qualitative measures of student per-
formance. Standardized tests for third-, fourth-, eighth-, and 10th-grade students are mandated by the State of Wis-
consin. The test results may be used to compare student performance across school districts and among groups of
students. Although the use of these tests for comparative purposes is not without problems — especially for ethnic
groups such as the Hmong — we feel that the comparisons may provide important baseline information about
school performance. In the following sections of the report, we present quantitative data comparing school-perfor-
mance measures for Asian and other ethnic/racial groups across the six school districts. We also present informa-
tion compiled by the University of Wisconsin System that compares the retention rate of Southeast Asian and other
groups across all four years of college.

In addition to standardized measures of school performance, we conducted interviews with school person-
nel to obtain qualitative information concerning the academic performance of Hmong students. In each school dis-
trict, the superintendent or assistant superintendent was contacted and asked to suggest the names of teachers and
school-district staffers who had extensive experience with Hmong students. Interviews were conducted over a two-
year period with the coordinators of bilingual-bicultural programs in five school districts; with bilingual-bicultural
teachers and instructional aides in four school districts; with elementary, middle, or high school teachers and coun-
selors in five school districts; and with other state DPI and UW System administrators and research staff. In addi-
tion, the Principal Investigator has worked extensively with Hmong students at the University of Wisconsin-Green
Bay for nearly 10 years and has attended a number of special research conferences and seminars where he has had
an opportunity to discuss the performance of Hmong students with educators and administrators from many differ-
ent school districts.
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The personal interviews, most of which were conducted in the school district or school offices across the
state, asked a series of questions about factors that might be associated in both positive and negative ways with aca-
demic performance. For example, we know from earlier research that many Hmong students come from disadvan-
taged backgrounds, and so we asked respondents to tell us about some of the difficulties Hmong students might
confront in the schools. In many communities across the state, public officials express great concern about gang ac-
tivity, so we asked about the influence of gang activity on the performance of Hmong students. And because the
rapid increase of Hmong students has resulted in a very different classroom environment for Hmong students enter-
ing the public schools now compared to the experiences of their elder siblings and cousins a decade ago, we also
asked how changes in schools’ ethnic composition might affect the performance of Hmong students. The questions
that we asked school personnel in structured interviews across the six school districts are as follows:

1. How are Hmong students doing? How do they compare with non-Hmong students? What objective mea-
sures are available to measure performance of Hmong and non-Hmong students?

2. How are Hmong students today doing compared to Hmong students 10 years ago?

3. Have changes in the ethnic composition of their schools had an effect on the performance of Hmong stu-
dents?

4. What has happened with enroliments of Hmong students in ESL classes? Do you foresee an increase/de-

crease in Hmong enrollment in these classes in the future?

5. Do Hmong students participate in co-curricular activities?

6. What special problems do Hmong students confront in the public schools?

7. What special resources do Hmong students bring with them to the public schools?

8. Do problems with street gangs have an effect on the performance of Hmong students?

ASIAN STUDENTS IN WISCONSIN'S PUBLIC SCHOOLS

Because minority households are younger and have larger numbers of children than the general population,
they often are more visible in the public schools than in the local community. This is particularly true of the
Hmong. Hmong family patterns emphasize early marriage and high fertility for Hmong girls, and it is not uncom-
mon for Hmong households to include four, five, or six children. These demographic patterns ensure that the in-mi-
gration of Hmong families and households will be accompanied by a rapid increase in public-school enroliments.

Figures from the six communities that we studied show a steady increase in the enrollment of Asian stu-
dents during the last decade. The increase in Asian enrollment by school district is shown in Table 3 on the next
page. For the seven-year period shown in this table, total Wisconsin school enroliment grew from 782,905 students
in 1989-90 to 870,175 students in 1995-96 (an 11.1% increase). In 1989-90, Asian students made up just 1.7% of
all students statewide. The number of Asian students grew substantially during the decade, and in 1995-96, they
made up 2.8% of all students (a 64.7% increase). But this increase was not spread evenly across the state, and it
was not uniform across the six school districts that we studied. In 1989-90, Asian students made up 11.4% of the
total enrollment in the La Crosse School District, but just 4.0% of enrollment in the Appleton School District. By
1995-96, Asian students comprised 7.5% of all students enrolled in the Appleton School District and 20.6% of all
students enrolled in the Wausau School District.

The increasing numbers of Asian students has had important consequences for the ethnic composition of
the six school districts. Each of the districts increased their total enrollment from 1989 and 1996, and Asian stu-
dents made a significant contribution to this increase: Asian students accounted for between 26.1% (in Eau Claire)
and 106.1% (in Wausau) of the total growth in school district enroliments during this seven-year period.
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TABLE 3 Enrollment of Asian Students, 1989-1996, by School District
Percentage
Increase,
1989-  1990- 1991- 1992- 1993- 1994- 1995- 1989-

School District 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1996
Appleton

Total Enroliment 12,517 12,876 13,218 13,636 13,845 14,022 14,082 12.5

Asian 496 569 660 761 866 986 1,055 1127

Percentage Asian 4.0 4.4 5.0 5.6 6.3 7.0 7.5 87.5
Eau Claire

Total Enroliment 10,415 10,618 10,951 11,164 11,402 11,492 11,674 12.1

Asian 723 695 762 799 919 954 1,052 45.2

Percentage Asian 6.9 6.5 7.0 7.2 8.1 8.3 9.0 30.4
Green Bay

Total Enroliment 17,491 18,048 18,369 18,922 18,941 19,256 19,618 12.2

Asian 931 1,050 1,162 1,217 1,390 1,551 1,754 88.4

Percentage Asian 5.3 5.8 6.3 6.4 7.3 8.1 8.9 67.9
La Crosse

Total Enroliment 7,456 7,527 7,767 7,940 8,131 8,274 8,152 9.3

Asian 853 863 904 932 1,073 1,129 1,117 30.9

Percentage Asian 11.4 11.5 11.6 11.7 13.2 13.6 13.7 20.2
Sheboygan

Total Enroliment 9,064 9,310 9,465 9,745 9,854 10,044 10,264 13.2

Asian 783 896 980 1,113 1,207 1,245 1,356 73.2

Percentage Asian 8.6 9.6 10.4 11.4 12.2 12.4 13.2 53.5
Wausau

Total Enroliment 8,062 8,414 8,525 8,848 8,861 8,992 9,109 13.0

Asian 766 955 1,047 1,251 1,453 1,657 1,879 1453

Percentage Asian 9.5 11.4 12.3 14.1 16.4 18.4 20.6 116.8
STATE TOTAL

Total Enrollment 782,905 797,621 814,671 829,415 844,001 860,581 870,175 11.1

Asian 13,189 15,299 16,713 18,747 20,182 22,310 24,037 82.3

Percentage Asian 1.7 1.9 2.1 2.3 24 2.6 2.8 64.7

Source: Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction, Basic Facts About Wisconsin’s Elementary and Secondary Schools,
for the years indicated.

The increased number of Asian students has important implications for the educational curriculum in local
school districts and for individual schools. Because a large number of Asian students qualify for special programs
such as Bilingual-Bicultural Education, an increase in the enrollment of Asian students may result in increased costs
for the local school district, the need for new teachers, and the development of new curricular materials. And be-
cause Hmong households are not spread out equally across residential areas in the school districts, the responsibility
for educating Asian students is likely to be focused on a small group of schools within the school district. In these
schools, a larger and larger proportion of the student body is likely to be Asian. Educational models designed to in-
tegrate smaller groups of minority students into classrooms with a majority of white students may need to be
changed. When minority students are a small portion of the total school population and make up just two or three
students in a classroom, they must interact with other students and may form friendships with other students. When
minority students become a larger portion of the school population and find themselves in classrooms with friends
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from the neighborhood, there is a greater opportunity for ethnic cliques to form, both within the classroom and in
other school activities. Asian students may also be grouped together in separate classrooms for instructional pur-
poses. Educational outcomes for minority students are likely to change as they become a larger and larger propor-
tion of the student body.

BILINGUAL -BICULTURAL EDUCATION PROGRAMS

Bilingual-Bicultural Education Programs are mandated by federal statute for school districts with pupils
whose primary language is not English. Research into language acquisition and student-learning outcomes indi-
cates that although second-language students may have some facility with spoken English at the pre-school level,
their language ability may not be sufficient to allow them to master content courses taught in English beginning in
the third grade (interviews with bilingual-bicultural education staff and administrators). Other research suggests
that a longer period of time — perhaps as much as five to seven years — is necessary for individuals to acquire
sufficient second-language skills to master content courses taught at higher grade lev&sb®lon the Status
of Bilingual-Bicultural Educational Programs in Wisconsin, School Year 199%:98). This may be especially
the case for students who may enter the public schools with limited, interrupted, or no prior experience with school-
ing in their home language. Most Hmong students are classified as Limited English Speaking students when they
enter the public schools, and most will remain in the program until at least the third grade. In many cases, Hmong
and other LES students will remain in the Bilingual-Bicultural programs for a longer period of time. As a result, the
increase in LES students over the last decade has mirrored the total increase of Asian enrollment in each school dis-
trict.

The enrollment of Asian and LES students in the six school districts for the 1994-1995 school year is
shown in Table 4 below. The table demonstrates that although a total of 61% of the Asian students are classified as
LES students, the figure ranges from a low of some 40% in Appleton to nearly 100% in Wadif@auences in
the number of Asian students classified as LES students may be due to a number of factors, ranging from the con-
tinued in-migration of refugees to school-district policies that extend ESL programs to pre-school classes. These
factors might explain some of the variation in the proportion of Asian students participating in LES programs in
smaller communities with more stable refugee populations (such as Appleton and La Crosse) and those school dis-
tricts that have continued to experience the large-scale in-migration of new refugee households (such as Wausau
and Green Bay).

However, the differing levels of enrollment of Asian students in LES programs may also be a consequence
of the classification systems used by different school districts. Students whose home language is different from En-
glish are tested before entering the schools (this is now done through summer pre-kindergarten programs in many

TABLE 4 Enrollment of Asian and Limited English Speaking Students, 1994-1995

Asian/ Hmong- LES/

Total Asian Total Laotian LES Asian

Enrollment Enrollment Enrollment Enrollment Enrollment
Appleton 14,022 986 .070 389 .395
Eau Claire 11,492 954 .083 612 .642
Green Bay 19,256 1,551 .081 1,228 .792
La Crosse 8,274 1,129 .136 690 611
Sheboygan 10,044 1,245 124 1,002 .805
Wausau 8,992 1,675 .186 1,674 —
State Total 860,686 22,299 .026 13,697 61.4

Source: Calculated from figures presented in Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction, Basic Facts About
Wisconsin’s Elementary and Secondary Schools, 1994-95, and Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction,
Report on the Status of Bilingual-Bicultural Education Programs in Wisconsin, School Year 1994-95.
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school districts). Students are classified at one of five English as a Second Language Proficiency Levels as defined
by Pl 13.03(3)(a)-(e) of th&/isconsin Administrative Code

. Level I: Does not understand or speak English.

. Level II: Understands simple sentences in English, but uses only isolated words or expressions in
English.

. Level Il : Speaks English with difficulty, converses in English with help, understands at least

parts of lessons and follows simple directions given in English.

. Level IV: Understands, speaks, reads, and writes English with some degree of hesitancy which
may be due to language interference because of a foreign language or non-proficient English spo-
ken at home.

. Level V: Understands and speaks English well, but needs assistance in reading and writing in En-

glish to achieve at a level appropriate his or her age or grade.

Although these classifications are defined by federal and state statutes, implementation of Bilingual-Bicul-
tural Educational Programs is done through local school districts, and each district established guidelines as to how
the five proficiency levels are measured. The Wisconsin State Superintendent’s Advisory Council on
Bilingual/ESL Education has recently proposed the following definitions for the five English language proficiency
levels previously defined by administrative rule:

. Level | — Beginning/Preproduction The student does not understand, speak, read or write En-
glish with an degree of fluency, but may know a few words or expressions in English.

. Level Il — Beginning/Production: Speaks English well, but needs assistance in reading and
writing.
. Level lll — Intermediate : The student understands and speaks conversational and academic En-

glish with hesitancy and difficulty. With effort and assistance, the student carries on a conversa-
tion in English, understands at least part of lessons, and follows directions but makes noticeable er-
rors in grammar. The student is at a beginning level of reading and writing in English, and needs
assistance in reading/writing in content areas to achieve at an appropriate level for her or his age
and grade.

. Level IV — Advanced Intermediate: The student understands and speaks conversational En-
glish without apparent difficulty but understands and speaks academic English with some difficul-
ty. The student is at an intermediate level of reading and writing in English.

. Level V — Advanced: The student understands and speaks conversational and academic English
well, but needs assistance in reading and writing in content areas to achieve at an appropriate level
for her or his age and grade.

. Full English Proficiency: The student understands, speaks, reads, and writes English, and pos-
sesses thinking and reasoning skills to succeed in academic classes at or above her or his age or
grade level.

It should be noted that although the above descriptions of the five English language-proficiency levels
have been recommended by the State Superintendent’s Advisory Council and may be enacted by Department of
Public Instruction, the descriptions are intended only as guides to local school districts in setting up their bilingual-
bicultural educational programs; staff within each school district may change the descriptions to meet the needs of
students in their local district.
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Student Participation in Bilingual-Bicultural Education Programs

Although bilingual-bicultural education programs are mandated by federal statute, the type of program im-
plemented by local school districts is neither specified nor controlled by the federal or even state legislatures or de-
partments of education. In Wisconsin, these programs are not even bilingual-bicultural programs. Because there
were no Hmong-English instructional staff when programs to serve the rapidly growing Hmong-refugee population
began in the late 1970s, the state received an exemption from the federal government requiring bilingual staff. Most
schools in Wisconsin follow an instructional model in which English-speaking ESL instructors are paired with
Hmong-English bilingual teaching aides, particularly in the elementary grades. Very few of the ESL teachers
placed in classrooms with Hmong children are bilingual. It is striking that in 1996, some 20 years after the arrival
of the first Hmong and other Southeast Asian refugees in Wisconsin, the state still is exempt from the requirement
that bilingual teachers must be hired to teach in bilingual-bicultural education programs.

Under Section 115.996 of thwisconsin Statuteshe State Superintendent of Public Instruction is required
to submit an annual report on the status of bilingual-bicultural programsRépgw@t on the Status of Bilingual-Bi-
cultural Education Programs in Wisconsimcludes data concerning the number of LES pupils served, number of
pupils exiting the program, staffing, and cost and reimbursement for bilingual-bicultural instruction. Table 5 below
shows the number of LES pupils served and number of students exiting the program in Wisconsin for each year
school year since 1980-81. The table indicates that the number of LES pupils served by Bilingual-Bicultural Educa-
tion Programs has increased from fewer than 3,000 pupils in 1980 to more than 15,000 pupils in 1996. The rate of
growth over this time period has not been uniform, however — from 1988-89, for example, there was just a 2.2%
increase in the number of pupils entering the program, while the following year (1989-90), there was a 46.8% in-
crease. Although the number of pupils entering LES programs in any given year is influenced in part by education-
al policy (decisions as to which students to admit to the program, for example, and the extension of language pro-
grams to higher or lower grades), much of the growth is the consequence of demographic factors beyond the control
of school administrators. The resettlement of refugee families, which has peaked at uneven intervals during the last
decade, may create staff shortages in programs that were fully staffed the previous year. For this reason, there is no

TABLE 5 Number of Pupils Entering/Exiting LES Programs, 1980-1996
Number Number Percentage
Number of of Pupils of Pupils of Pupils
School LES Pupils Entering Percentage Exiting Exiting
Year Served Program Increase Program Program
1980-1981 2,466 — — 333 13.5
1981-1982 4,185 2,052 83.2 545 13.0
1982-1983 4,486 846 20.2 741 16.5
1983-1984 4,706 961 21.4 1,008 21.4
1984-1985 5,719 2,021 42.9 766 13.4
1985-1986 6,552 1,599 28.0 721 11.0
1986-1987 7,533 1,702 26.0 927 12.3
1987-1988 8,549 1,943 25.8 744 8.7
1988-1989 7,994 189 2.2 866 10.8
1989-1990 10,866 3,738 46.8 847 7.8
1990-1991 11,623 1,604 14.8 966 8.3
1991-1992 12,195 1,538 13.2 1,004 8.2
1992-1993 12,072 881 7.2 804 6.7
1993-1994 13,944 2,674 22.2 1,066 7.6
1994-1995 14,883 2,005 14.4 1,035 7.0
1995-1996 15,798 1,950 13.1 936 5.9

Source: Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction, Report on the Status of Bilingual-Bicultural Education
Programs in Wisconsin, 1995-96.
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uniform relationship between the number of pupils entering and the number of pupils exiting the program. Over the
last decade, for example, nearly 1,000 LES pupils have exited the program each year (most having been promoted
to full participation in the mainstream curricula at the elementary, middle, or high school level), but this figure has
come to represent a smaller and smaller proportion of the total enroliment in the programs as larger numbers of
refugee and immigrant children enter the public schools.

Staffing and Cost of Bilingual-Bicultural Education Programs

The number of Hmong and Laotian LES students in each of the six school districts is shown in Table 6 be-
low, along with the number of bilingual teaching staff FTE and the total approved cost of bilingual-bicultural educa-
tional program. A quick look at this table indicates the wide variation in program staffing levels across school dis-
tricts. The number of pupils per teacher ranges from 30.9 in Appleton to 53.1 in Eau Claire, and the number of
pupils per bilingual aide ranges from 28.5 in La Crosse to 63.3 in Appleton. School districts with comparable num-
bers of LES pupils have very different staffing levels: both Green Bay and Wausau, for example, have some 40
FTE positions for bilingual teachers, yet the Wausau school district has 1,872 LES pupils compared to the 1,286
LES pupils in the Green Bay — and while both Green Bay and La Crosse have 24 FTE positions for bilingual
teaching aides, the Green Bay has more than twice as many LES pupils as does La Crosse.

The very different levels of staffing for bilingual-bicultural programs in the school districts may reflect the
underlying structure of the ESL programs in each district. Programs that emphasize the inclusion of LES pupils in
mainstream classes, for example, may require a larger number of bilingual teaching aides to work with smaller
numbers of students in many different classrooms, for example, while programs structured around more intensive
instruction of LES pupils in separate classroom may require a larger number of bilingual teachers. Most programs
pair a bilingual teaching aide with each ESL instructor in the elementary grades (a necessary staffing procedure,
since many Hmong children cannot speak English, and the ESL instructors cannot speak Hmong). The bilingual-bi-
cultural programs with larger numbers of bilingual teachers (Green Bay, Sheboygan, and Wausau) all are located in
school districts with larger enroliments of LES pupils, and it is likely that many of these teaching staff are assigned
to ESL classrooms at the middle and high school grades.

Regardless of program array, bilingual-bicultural education programs are very expensive, with an average
cost of some $1,972 per LES pupil. While total program cost is at least indirectly related to the number of bilingual
teacher FTE (those programs with lower pupil/teacher ratios had higher approved costs), it does not appear that

TABLE 6 Number of Pupils, School District Staffing, and Cost of
Bilingual-Bicultural Education Programs, 1995-1996

LES LES
Pupils Pupils
Hmong- Bilingual per Bilingual per Total Approved
Laotian Teacher Bilingual Aide Bilingual Approved Costs per
LES Pupils FTE Teacher FTE Aide Costs LES Pupll
Appleton 424 13.70 30.9 6.70 63.3 870,633 2,053
Eau Claire 626 11.80 53.1 21.50 29.1 1,174,107 1,876
Green Bay 1,286 41.00 314 24.00 53.6 2,945,089 2,290
La Crosse 672 14.75 45.6 23.58 285 1,170,295 1,742
Sheboygan 1,056 33.80 31.2 27.70 38.1 2,958,552 2,801
Wausau 1,872 40.00 46.8 44.50 41.1 2,587,282 1,382
Total 5,936 156.05 38.0 148.98 37.8 11,705,958 1,972

Source: Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction, Report on the Status of Bilingual-Bicultural Education Programs
in Wisconsin, 1995-96.
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bilingual aides are being used to reduce program costs. The total cost of bilingual-bicultural programs for the six
school districts in the 1995-96 school year was nearly $12,000,000 dollars; Green Bay and Sheboygan both had
costs of nearly $3,000,000. In previous years, much of the expense for bilingual-bicultural programs was picked up
by federal and state funds. A number of years ago, federal funding for the programs was ended and more recently,
state funding has been cut. A larger and larger portion of total program costs is borne by local school districts, mak-
ing these very expensive programs both in the commitment of teaching resources and local school revenues. Clear-
ly, it is to everyone’s benefit — the students themselves, local school-district administrators and teaching staff, and
persons in the local community — to see that LES pupils acquire the English-language skills necessary to do well in
mainstream classrooms in the shortest possible time.

The structure of bilingual-bicultural educational programs and the participation of Hmong students in LES
programs have important effects on the comparability of data sources and on the overall validity of test scores re-
ported by the state Department of Public Instruction. Although the state DPI recommends that students who are
classified at the fourth and fifth levels of English-language proficiency participate in the statewide assessment tests,
students in the first three levels generally will not participate in the assessments. This means that a large number of
Hmong students are not represented in the test results reported by the state. This is especially true of the elementary
grades, where most Hmong students are assigned to the LES programs. Some measure of the degree to which
Hmong students may be under-represented in the standardized test scores can be seen by the fact that between 40%
and 80% of all Asian students enrolled in the six school districts participate in LES programs.

EDUCATIONAL PERFORMANCE AND ACHIEVEMENT OF ASIAN STUDENTS

Wisconsin Student Assessment System

The statewide assessment of student performance has been in existence for less than a decade. Although
some school districts used standardized tests to assess student performance within their local schools, testing was
not mandated by the Wisconsin legislature until 1988. Section 118.30 Wfishensin Statute®quires the State
Superintendent to adopt or approve examinations to measure pupil attainment of knowledge and concepts in read-
ing, language arts, mathematics, science, and social studies. The Third-Grade Reading Comprehension Test began
in 1988 and has been repeated each year. This test measures the student’s reading and language ability; it is not
content-based. The Wisconsin Student Assessment System’s Knowledge and Concepts Examinations began in
1993-94 with the testing of eighth- and 10th-grade students. This test includes separate items that measure the stu-
dent’'s performance in reading, language skills, math, science, and social studies. Fourth-grade students took the
Knowledge and Concepts Examination for the first time in 1994-95. The 1996sednsin School Performance
Reportdescribes the assessment tests as follows:

The Knowledge and Concepts Examinations are an overall measure of achievement in Reading, Language
Arts (including writing), Mathematics, Science, and Social Studies. Each subject area test includes about 75
multiple choice items and about 25 percent constructed response or short-answer items. Each student also
completed a rough draft, writing essay after reading a short passage about the assigned topic. The total test
time was about six hours.

The comparison of standardized test scores among ethnic groups is complicated by many factors. Student
ethnic and racial classification is based on the student’s self-report of ethnic or racial background; students who
have parents of mixed ethnic background may select a category representing the background of either parent or a
“mixed” category. Because standardized achievement tests have not been administered on a statewide basis until
the early or mid-1990s, comparisons within groups over time are very limited. Perhaps the most serious problem
with this data involves comparisons involving ethnic groups with large numbers of students participating in Bilin-
gual-Bicultural Educational Programs. Participation of LES students in the statewide standardized testing programs
is the prerogative not of administrators at the district level, but of LES instructors in the local schools. It is recom-
mended that students in Levels Four and Five of the LES programs be included in the standardized tests, but not the
students in Levels One through Three. Some schools may elect to exclude all LES students from participation in
the tests. This means that comparisons among school districts likely will include some districts with test scores
from all Level Four and Five LES students, although other school districts may not have tested any of their LES stu-
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dents. In Appendix 1 to this report, we examine WSAS participation rates in middle schools and high schools
across the six school districts. Given these limitations with the available data on student performance, we compare
student test scores at the third-, fourth-, eighth-, and 10th-grade levels for five ethnic/racial groups: white, Ameri-
can Indian, African American, Hispanic, and Asian American students.

Third-Grade Reading Comprehension Test

The Third-Grade Reading Comprehension Test was administered statewide to all third-grade students be-
ginning with the 1988-89 school year. The purpose of this test is to determine which groups of students are able to
read. The performance standard is whether the student can read the material at grade level. The test does not in-
clude other content measures and thus serves as a basic gateway measure of student preparedness for content cours-
es taught at the fourth-, fifth-, and sixth-grade levels.

Data from the most recent year of test results (1995-96) are shown in Table 7 below. The figures indicate
the percentage of students who scored above the statewide performance standards. This table allows us to compare
the relative number of students scoring above the statewide performance standard in each school district with the
state as a whole. Comparisons may also be made among ethnic and racial groups within school districts. Ninety-
three percent of the third-grade students who took this test scored above the statewide standard. All six of the
school districts had scores comparable to the statewide average. The district-wide scores ranged from 89% of the
third-grade students scoring above the state standard in the Green Bay School District (the largest and most diverse
of the six school districts studied) to 94% and 95% of third-grade students scoring above the standard in Sheboygan
and La Crosse.

Statewide, there are important differences in performance levels among ethnic and minority groups.
Eighty-nine percent of Asian students who took the reading test had scores above the state norm, compared with
92% of white students. The figures for other ethnic and minority groups ranged from 73.0% of African American
students to 84.0% of American Indian students. There are important differences in the performance of ethnic
groups within school districts as well. Ninety percent or more of Asian students scored above the statewide perfor-
mance standard in four of the six school districts; indeed, in three school districts (Green Bay, La Crosse, and
Wausau), Asian students performed at levels exceeding those of white students. But the table also indicates signifi-
cant variation in the scores of Asians (and of other ethnic and minority groups) across school districts: the percent-
age of Asian students performing above the state standard ranges from 68% in Appleton to 100% in La Crosse, and
the number of Hispanic students performing above the state standard ranges from 60% in Eau Claire to 100% in
Sheboygan. Differences in scores for Asian students in these school districts may be attributable in part to demo-
graphic differences within the local Hmong communi¥ieBut the voluntary participation of Level Four and Level
Five LES students in the statewide performance tests means that these differences may simply be due to the number

TABLE 7 1995-1996 Third-Grade Reading Comprehension Test

Eau Green La
Appleton Claire Bay Crosse Sheboygan Wausau

Asian American 68.0 72.0 94.0 100.0 94.0 99.0
American Indian — 75.0 80.0 — 96.0 —
African American 90.0 100.0 81.0 88.0 — —
Hispanic 80.0 60.0 88.0 — 93.0 —
White 91.0 91.1 90.0 95.0 94.0 93.0
District Total 90.0 90.0 89.0 95.0 94.0 93.0

Figures within table show percentage of students scoring above the performance standard for each
group indicated. (—) indicates that fewer than five students in this group were tested.
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of students tested: school districts that limit the participation of LES students might be expected to have higher test
results, while districts that are more inclusive in encouraging the participation of LES students might have lower
test results.

Fourth-Grade Knowledge and Concepts Examinations

Fourth-grade students participated in the WSAS Knowledge and Concepts Examination for the first time
during the 1994-95 school year. These tests include basic math, science, and social studies knowledge, in addition

TABLE 8 1996-1997 Fourth-Grade Knowledge and Concepts Examination

Eau Green La  Sheboy- STATE
Appleton Claire Bay Crosse gan Wausau TOTAL
Asian American

Reading 53 61 50 58 59 53 61
Language 54 63 50 55 59 52 59
Math 58 38 43 60 65 51 58
Science 46 59 39 53 45 45 54
Social Studies 58 68 55 67 65 57 65

American Indian

Reading — 58 54 — — — N.A.
Language — 46 50 — — — N.A.
Math — 47 46 — — — N.A.
Science — 59 44 — — — N.A.
Social Studies — 64 53 — — — N.A.

African American

Reading — 67 45 52 — — 42
Language — 56 43 52 — — 39
Math — 49 34 43 — — 29
Science — 69 31 52 — — 28
Social Studies — 69 36 61 — — 38
Hispanic
Reading — 54 64 — 53 — 53
Language — 45 62 — 51 — 48
Math — 46 49 — 52 — 45
Science — 47 51 — 52 — 45
Social Studies — 61 60 — 59 — 54
White
Reading 74 71 70 73 72 71 70
Language 69 65 67 65 67 66 65
Math 73 68 71 73 75 70 67
Science 72 72 68 71 67 68 70
Social Studies 75 77 73 76 76 75 74

District Total

Reading 73 69 68 71 70 68 67
Language 67 63 65 63 65 64 62
Math 72 66 67 71 73 67 63
Science 70 70 65 69 64 65 65
Social Studies 74 75 71 74 74 73 70

Figures within table indicate the National Percentile of the Mean Normal Curve Equivalency Score for
each ethnic/minority group shown. Values not computed for cells with fewer than 10 students.
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to reading and language, and thus measure a wider range of content-based academic skills than the Third-Grade
Reading Comprehension Test. Test results provide separate figures indicating the number of students who per-
formed above average compared to the national norms in reading, language, math, science, and social studies. Data
from the most recent (1996-97) school year are shown in Table 8 on the previous page.

Across the state as a whole, Asian students scored above average compared to the national norms in all
subject areas. They were above average in all subject areas in the La Crosse school district. Asian students were
above average in all subject areas except science in the Appleton, Sheboygan, and Wausau school districts and
above average in all subject areas except math in the Eau Claire School district. In only one school district (Green
Bay) were Asian students below average compared to the national norm in more than one subject area. Overall,
Asian students scored highest in social sciences.

Table 8 also shows a wide variation across school districts, both in the scores of Asian students, and in the
scores between Asian and other minority students. Asian students in Eau Claire scored higher than American Indi-
an and Hispanic students in all but one subject area, but scored lower than African American students in four con-
tent areas, while Asian students in La Crosse scored higher than African American students in all five subject areas.
In Green Bay, Asian students scored higher than African American students in all five subject areas, but lower than
American Indian and Hispanic students. The wide range of variation in the scores of Asian students from one
school district to the next may suggest that some factor other than knowledge of the subject area is responsible for
this intragroup variation. One of the most likely explanations is that the scores of larger numbers of Level Four and
Five LES students have been included in the statewide assessment data in some districts, but not in others.

Despite reports from school teachers that Hmong students appear to do especially well in math and sci-
ence, there is little difference in the reading, language, math, and science scores reported for Asian students. Re-
search on language acquisition (discussed above) suggests that students may require five to seven years to master a
second language at the level necessary to perform well in an English-speaking classroom. Because there are no
textbooks in math, science, or other subject areas written in Hmong, instruction in these areas must be undertaken in
English even in the elementary grades. If this explanation holds true, we would expect to observe increased test
scores for Hmong students who entered public schools at the first-grade level as they approach the eighth and 10th
grades.

Eighth-Grade Knowledge and Concepts Examinations

The WSAS Knowledge and Concepts Examinations have been administered statewide to eighth-grade stu-
dents each year since 1993-94. Results for the most recent (1996-97) school year are shown in Table 9 on the next
page. Statewide, Asian students scored above average compared to the national norms in all but one of the five sub-
ject areas. Their strongest subject areas were in math and reading, while their weakest subject area was science.
Only in the Sheboygan school district did Asian students score above average in all subject areas. They scored
above average in all subject areas except science in the Appleton school district. But Asian students scored below
average compared to the national norms in three of five subject areas in La Crosse and in four of five subject areas
in Green Bay.

Table 9 again illustrates the great variation in the performance of Asian students among school districts
and across subject areas. Asian students in Sheboygan have scores substantially higher in each subject area than
those reported for Asian students in other school districts. In Appleton and Sheboygan, Asian students have higher
scores than Hispanic students, while in the Green Bay school district, Asian students have scores lower than those
of American Indian, African American, or Hispanic students.

Tenth-Grade Knowledge and Concepts Examinations

The WSAS Knowledge and Concepts Examinations have been administered statewide to 10th-grade stu-
dents beginning with the 1994-95 school year. Results from the most recent year (1996-97) are presented in Table
10 on page 21. Asian students scored above average compared to the national norms in all five subject areas. Their
strongest subject area is math. In the Appleton and Sheboygan school districts, Asian students scored above aver-
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TABLE 9 1996-1997 Eighth-Grade Knowledge and Concepts Examination

Eau Green La  Sheboy- STATE
Appleton Claire Bay Crosse gan Wausau TOTAL
Asian American

Reading 56 — 47 49 61 52 59
Language 52 — 39 43 55 46 52
Math 52 — 50 52 68 54 59
Science 39 — 39 42 50 44 49
Social Studies 51 — 44 51 65 52 58

American Indian

Reading — — 58 56 — — 51
Language — — 44 48 — — 42
Math — — 46 50 — — 45
Science — — 40 43 — — 54
Social Studies — — 52 55 — — 51

African American

Reading 55 — 55 46 — — 40
Language 33 — 41 38 — — 29
Math 46 — 41 35 — — 26
Science 32 — 37 36 — — 24
Social Studies 44 — 49 53 — — 36
Hispanic
Reading 40 50 58 — 58 — 52
Language 38 44 46 — 40 — 41
Math 48 45 35 — 55 — 44
Science 44 38 39 — 45 — 39
Social Studies 50 46 45 — 55 — 49
White
Reading 74 72 72 68 68 74 71
Language 66 67 65 62 63 67 64
Math 71 72 70 64 72 74 69
Science 66 70 65 60 65 68 66
Social Studies 73 74 68 69 71 73 70

District Total

Reading 72 71 69 64 67 70 67
Language 64 65 61 58 61 63 60
Math 69 71 66 61 71 70 64
Science 63 68 61 56 63 64 61
Social Studies 70 73 65 65 70 70 66

Figures within table indicate the National Percentile of the Mean Normal Curve Equivalency Score for
each ethnic/minority group shown. Values not computed for cells with fewer than 10 students.

age in all subject areas except science. But in Green Bay, Asian students scored above average compared to the na-
tional norm in just two subject areas, while in La Crosse and Wausau, Asian students scored above average in just
one subject area (math).

The small number of minority students enrolled at the high school level in the six school districts means
that few comparisons can be drawn between Asian and other groups of students. In the Sheboygan school district,
Asian students have higher scores in all five subject areas than Hispanic students, but in the Appleton school dis-
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TABLE 10 1996-1997 Tenth-Grade Knowledge and Concepts Examination

Eau Green La  Sheboy- STATE
Appleton Claire Bay Crosse gan Wausau TOTAL
Asian American

Reading 62 — 43 44 59 48 61
Language 52 — 40 43 56 44 56
Math 69 — 59 52 66 54 68
Science 47 — 44 39 49 38 52
Social Studies 59 — 51 43 58 49 59

American Indian

Reading — — 53 — — — 51
Language — — 51 — — — 47
Math — — 59 — — — 52
Science — — 49 — — — 50
Social Studies — — 49 — — _ 52

African American

Reading — — 58 32 — — 37
Language — — 50 32 — — 34
Math — — 55 28 — — 32
Science — — 53 24 — — 29
Social Studies — — 58 30 — — 33
Hispanic
Reading 70 56 52 — 48 — 49
Language 64 50 41 — 55 — 47
Math 64 63 56 — 58 — 50
Science 52 46 53 — 49 — 43
Social Studies 75 55 50 — 55 — 48
White
Reading 68 73 67 67 64 71 67
Language 66 69 65 68 67 69 66
Math 81 82 76 73 81 78 75
Science 65 71 70 66 66 66 67
Social Studies 71 76 69 72 70 72 69

District Total

Reading 67 71 65 64 63 69 64
Language 65 68 62 64 65 67 63
Math 80 80 74 69 78 75 71
Science 64 69 68 62 64 63 63
Social Studies 70 75 67 69 68 70 66

Figures within table indicate the National Percentile of the Mean Normal Curve Equivalency Score for
each ethnic/minority group shown. Values not computed for cells with fewer than 10 students.

trict, Hispanic students have higher scores in four of the five subject areas than Asian students. The data reported in
Table 10 do indicate that Asian students in all school districts have low scores compared to the national mean in sci-
ence.
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POST-SECONDARY EDUCATIONAL ACTIVITY OF SOUTHEAST ASIAN STUDENTS

Statewide graduation rates for Asian students as reported by the Wisconsin DPI have generally been very
high; the 1995-1996 figure was 95%. Available data suggest that graduation rates for Asian students in our six
school districts are somewhat lower than the state figure: in Wausau, the 1996-97 graduation rate was 100% for
Asian females and 84.0% for Asian males (compared with 92.5% for white females and 90.3% for white males); in
Green Bay, the 1995-96 graduation rate for Asian females was 77.3% and for Hmong males it was 63.6% (com-
pared to 85.9% for white females and 75.8% for white males); in Sheboygan, the 1996-97 graduation rate was
88.0% for Hmong females and 79.2% for Hmong males (compared to 95.8% for white females and 98.3% for white
males). It is important to note that the “graduation rates” reported by local school districts (as required by the Wis-
consin DPI) are based upon the number of students included in the September headcount, and thus do not reflect
students who may have dropped out earlier in their school career.

Substantial numbers of Southeast Asian students continue on to two- and four-year schools in the UW Sys-
tem, at private colleges, and at universities and colleges in other states in the region and across the country. Some
measure of the extent of post-secondary educational activity of Hmong students may be seen in the activity of re-

TABLE 11 University of Wisconsin System New
Freshman Retention, 1990-1995

Fall Fall Fall Fall Fall Fall
1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995

Southeast Asian 103 154 187 206 175 166
To Second Year 76.6 79.2 78.6 79.1 76.5 73.4
To Third Year 66.9 68.1 62.5 70.8 63.4
To Fourth Year 63.1 65.5 51.8 61.6

African American 560 526 566 603 498 548
To Second Year 64.8 67.8 64.6 61.0 56.2 67.8
To Third Year 49.2 47.5 48.4 46.1 45.3
To Fourth Year 41.6 40.6 41.8 38.2

Latino/Hispanic 318 342 387 400 401 389
To Second Year 72.1 71.0 67.7 70.5 66.8 76.6
To Third Year 55.0 56.1 64.0 57.2 53.8
To Fourth Year 49.0 50.0 51.1 51.0

American Indian 161 165 144 164 159 158
To Second Year 60.8 53.9 61.8 68.2 58.4 60.7
To Third Year 42.8 375 49.3 63.0 42.7
To Fourth Year 37.2 33.9 43.0 46.7

White/Other 22,276 21,906 20,732 21,236 20,788 21,843
To Second Year 79.3 78.7 79.2 78.4 78.1 79.8
To Third Year 69.7 67.8 68.4 68.0 67.9
To Fourth Year 64.5 63.1 64.2 64.0

UW System Total 24,095 23.722 22,673 23,207 22,650 23,776
To Second Year 78.7 78.2 78.6 77.7 77.2 79.2
To Third Year 68.7 67.0 67.3 67.2 67.0
To Fourth Year 63.3 62.1 62.8 62.9

Source: University of Wisconsin System, Office of Policy Analysis and Research,
1997 Minority/Disadvantaged Student Annual Report, Table 5.
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cent graduates of the Wisconsin DPI Early Identification Program in the Wausau school district. In 1996, 76 South-

east Asian students graduated from the public high schools; 50 of those students participated in the EIP program,
which assists high school students from low-income families to develop their educational and career plans. Eighty-
four percent of the Southeast Asian students in the EIP program are now attending two- or four-year schools in the
UW System.

Figures from the UW System Office of Policy Analysis and Research indicate the extent of post-secondary
educational activity of Southeast Asian students. Since 1992, the UW System each year has enrolled more than 200
new Southeast Asian college freshman and transfer students; more than 90% of the new freshman have enrolled at
the four-year comprehensive universities, and nearly half enrolled at the UW-Madison or UW-Milwaukee campuses
(figures are reported in Appendix 2). Despite earlier reports suggesting that Hmong students have not been very
successful in their post-secondary educational careers, the retention of Hmong and other Southeast Asian students at
the UW System campuses has been very high (see Table 11 on the previous page).

Of the 206 Hmong and other Southeast Asian students who entered the UW System as freshman in 1993
(the most recent year for which complete data are available), 79.1% were retained as sophomores, 70.8% were re-
tained as juniors, and 61.6% were retained as seniors. Comparable retention figures for white students entering the
UW System in 1993 were 78.4%, 68.0%, and 64.0%, respectively. One UW System administration staff member
who reviewed these data remarked, “The retention figures for the Southeast Asian students are competitive with
white students. ... If they continue like this, they will blow the white students out of the water.”

EDUCATIONAL PERFORMANCE OF HMONG STUDENTS: INTERVIEW DATA

We conducted interviews with teaching and administrative staff in each of the six school districts to obtain
gualitative data to help explain the test results and possible school success for Hmong students. The people inter-
viewed included administrators, guidance counselors, bilingual-bicultural program administrators, and teaching
staff, as well as regular classroom instructors at elementary and secondary grade levels. The goal of the interviews
was to obtain interviews with a representative group of school staff in each district. In most cases, the district su-
perintendent or assistant superintendent was asked to suggest the names of teachers and other staff who had exten-
sive experience working with Hmong students for the interviews, and a “snowball” sample of other staff was then
developed. These open-ended interviews included questions about the educational performance of Hmong students,
as well as questions about factors that might help or hinder their school careers. Information collected in these in-
terviews is presented below, along with the questions used in the interviews.

How are Hmong students doing? How do they compare with non-Hmong students?

Many of the respondents prefaced their answer to this question with comments about the wide range of
variation in the abilities and performance of Hmong students. One guidance counselor began by saying, “Hmong
students are not much different from others. They range from those who go on to pre-med at Madison to those who
are struggling in the classroom.” An ESL coordinator said,

Hmong students are all over the board — there is great variation, from students who are exceptional to those
with learning disabilities. It is hard to generalize any more. We used to think of them as “they are all hard
working,” but now we can see greater variation. But the Hmong do show a strong value for education. If the
family supports education, their children will do well. But that's true for other groups as well.

Despite the disclaimers, there was consensus among school personnel that most Hmong students are, in
fact, doing very well. Several persons noted that Hmong students are overrepresented in the high school honor
rolls; few Hmong students drop out of high school; and many Hmong students go on to college after graduating
from high school. At the elementary level, Hmong students enter the early grades with only limited English-lan-
guage ability, but most enter the mainstream curriculum during the elementary grades. Our respondents noted that
Hmong students have better math skills than other students, and many have greater artistic ability than other stu-
dents.



