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From the Flatlands of Oakland to the Ivory Towers of Higher Education: A
Counter-Narrative of a Southeast Asian Refugee

Van T. Lac
University of Texas at San Antonio

Abstract

This counter-narrative exposes the themes of (dis)placement and (in)visibility that the
author has encountered as a Southeast Asian refugee navigating the educational
systems in K12 public schools and higher education. The author begins with a snapshot
of adolescence growing up in a low-income community in Oakland, California,
highlighting her observations as a Southeast Asian refugee youth and the plight of her
peers. The latter part of the essay surfaces her experiences existing in higher education
contexts where the model minority myth shapes in explicit and veiled ways how she
traverses spaces as a Southeast Asian refugee in college, graduate studies, and the
academy.

Keywords: Southeast Asian, Model minority myth, Oakland, refugee, Vietnamese
youth

Introduction

Giving birth to her second child in a cold and sterile hospital in Hong Kong, my mother, at the
time residing at the Kai Tak refugee camp, endured glares of disdain and resentment from the
nurses and doctors that tended to her at the hospital. In their eyes, my mother represented another
one of those “boat people” siphoning scarce resources from the deserving citizens of Hong Kong.
| open this counter-narrative with this scene of my birth because | feel obligated to acknowledge
how much of my identity as a refugee continually shapes me, grappling with themes of
(dis)placement and (in)visibility, from my childhood experiences growing up in the flatlands of
Oakland, California to my journey in the academy.

From the Flatlands of Oakland

As a refugee child, much of my adolescence required traversing the generational, educational,
linguistic, and cultural divides between my parents and us children, the 1.5 generation, who were
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not quite fully American and not quite fully entrenched in the traditions of our homeland. Before
the affluent gentrifiers, hipster coffee shops, and bandwagon Dub Nation fans encroached on
Oakland, my family settled on the east side of The Town in the early 1980s as a part of a large
influx of Southeast Asian refugees fleeing political persecution from Vietnam, Cambodia, and
Laos. Growing up, | witnessed my ethnic-Chinese father and Vietnamese mother, both possessing
only a middle school education from Vietnam, struggle to provide the basic needs to my four
siblings and me—all in a new land where they did not speak the language, nor understand the
culture.

Life for me revolved around discerning what was sanctioned as acceptable or not in our
actions or behaviors at the intersections of home, neighborhood, school, and community. For
instance, my mother was appalled at the tradition of trick-or-treating during Halloween; she could
not wrap her mind around knocking on strangers’ doors and then asking for candy, only to return
home and consume these sweets potentially laced with who knows what. In another case, somehow
my parents believed it was completely reasonable for my older sister and me, in the third and first
grade respectively, to walk two long blocks to school without adult supervision, passing the liquor
store on the corner and drug dealers hustling in their hoopties. As a mom now, | cautiously walk
my 7-year-old and preschooler to school every morning, protectively holding their hands as we
cross the tranquil, tree-lined streets of our suburban neighborhood. | understand now, years later,
that some of my parents’ decisions were born out of necessity and grounded in their understandings
of childhood. For one, my parents did not have the privilege of being at home all the time to send
and receive us because they were preoccupied with building a new and better life for their children.
| also interpret that for my parents’ conceptions of adulthood, mired in strife and struggle,
particularly in war-torn Vietnam, start much earlier in life.

Due to the order of our siblings and cultural expectations of girls, my older sister and |
were left with a lot more responsibilities than perhaps the average American child. | recall one
morning several Mormons knocked on our door trying to proselytize; neither my mom,
grandmother nor aunt could communicate with them, so as a third-grader, | told these white men
that we were not interested in their religion. In that moment, it felt good being able to help my
family with my English; however, as an adolescent, translating letters, making phone calls, or
speaking on behalf of my parents represented another undue burden placed upon me as an
immigrant child—another example of how different I am and my childhood is from my peers who
had English-speaking or American parents.

Maneuvering in and through K12 public schools and my neighborhood in the flatlands of
Oakland would require a distinct set of navigational skills as well, particularly as a Southeast Asian
female. | attended Roosevelt Junior School, which served 100% low-income, students of color:
primarily Black, Latinx, Southeast Asian and Pacific Islanders. School was not safe by any stretch
of the imagination. In class, you could get clowned at any second. Down the street at San Antonio
park, students would organize fights after school or jJump other kids. There was more structure and
order at a Black Friday sale at Walmart than any class | attended in junior high. With the exception
of a few, most teachers did not have the relational trust to establish safe and nurturing spaces. For
me, as a generally quiet and introspective student, | often avoided the fray because | knew
instinctively to not bring attention to myself, let alone, talk shit. It was in junior high school that
| began to notice a proliferation of gangs: Black kids joined the Rolling 20s while the Latinx
students claimed red, and Southeast Asian youth banged blue.

As a thirteen-year-old, | knew better than to join a gang, but in retrospect, | completely
understand why my Southeast Asian peers initiated into gang life. Gangs offered young people the
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safety and solidarity that no school teacher nor classroom could provide. Despite the disapproval
of their parents, my peers who joined gangs also struggled with the same divides that I toiled with
in my own household. Whether they were Khmer, Laotian, Mien, an ethnic minority from the
hilltribes of Laos, or boat people like my family, we all shared a common struggle: trying to survive
while being Southeast Asian refugee kids, feeling somewhat estranged both at home and at school.
In my mind, teachers and staff at Roosevelt Junior High School were either blind or ignorant to
the hardships of Southeast Asian refugee youth: a parent struggling with a gambling addiction; a
father with unmanaged mental health issues lashing out violently at his wife and kids; a cousin
sentenced to prison for armed robbery; a paranoid uncle mistrustful of the government and
imagined enemies; a sister who got pregnant at the age of fourteen and out of wedlock.

We were all lumped into the category of “Asian,” and it has taken me years as a teacher,
researcher, and scholar in the field of education to fully understand the scope and magnitude of
what it means to exist as a Southeast Asian refugee in this society. Often unspoken in our very
own homes, teachers’ lounges, academic conferences, and educational policy circles are the ways
Southeast Asian refugee youth contend with a distinct set of issues that separates us from Asian
immigrant students writ large: the legacy of war—the root of our displacement—and its toll on
life at the time and even generations later, after the war(s) have ended. The Vietnamese-American
Pulitzer author, Dr. Viet Thanh Nguyen states, “All wars are fought twice, the first time on the
battlefield, the second time in memory” (Nguyen, 2013, p. 144).

For some of us 1.5 generation refugees, the remnants of war enshroud our families and are
encoded in our own bodies, even though we may have never lived through nor witnessed the
atrocities firsthand or even stepped foot on our motherland. A few years ago, | stumbled across a
news article regarding epigenetics: empirical studies (Henriques, 2019) point to evidence of how
trauma alters the genetic makeup of survivors (e.g. war, famine, genocide, slavery, land theft), and
consequently, passes along these genes to their descendants. The American War (that is what the
Vietnamese refer to it as) may have ended in 1975, but its legacy lives on in the survivors and their
children. My mother, who is much more forthcoming in sharing her lived experiences growing up
in war time than my father, once shared with me seeing mangled, dead bodies splayed on trees as
a child. She mentioned that she will never forget the smell—the smell of dead bodies. When | hear
these stories from my mom, | wonder: how does one continue to live when you have witnessed the
unspeakable? How must it have been for her as an adolescent to experience this? And yet, there
was no time, no money, and no opportunity to process what she experienced. My mother is the
strongest person | know. Growing up in a refugee household, | was taught that life is about
suffering, and you do what you need to do in order to survive.

Bridging commonalities and solidarities with other racial groups, | cannot help but draw
parallels to the many minoritized youth (e.g. Black, Latinx, Southeast Asian and Pacific Islander)
| taught in Richmond, California, who had witnessed drive-by shootings or friends getting gunned
down right in front of them. Where are the mental health counselors for these young people? Where
is that necessary support to heal the trauma? A distinction | want to draw however is the Post-
Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) remains concurrent for many youth growing up in
disenfranchised communities, meanwhile soldiers and survivors get to leave war-torn countries.

| have witnessed firsthand the effects of PTSD amongst elders in the Southeast Asian
community who have directly experienced war, but also from their descendants as well. As a
member of the 1.5 generation, | have witnessed countless family members and friends struggle
with the consequential epigenetic effects of PTSD as they deal with unaddressed mental health
disorders, anxiety and depression. Despite the pandemic nature of the mental health crisis in
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Southeast Asian communities, largely we do not like to talk about it. We sweep it under the rug.
We ignore it, perhaps all in the name of self-preservation. Because to confront these pains and
these memories might be far too much for any one of us alone to handle. And as a society, when
we essentialize Asians as a racial group, meting out a monolithic treatment to all, from our
educational policies to public perception, then we are ignoring their full humanity and denying
them opportunities for complete actualization.

Oddly enough, when I entered college and learned about the model minority myth (MMM)
(Lee, 2015; Ngo & Lee, 2007), | was completely baffled because so many of the Southeast Asian
youth I grew up with appeared antithetical to this stereotype (Dao, 2014; Keo & Noguera, 2018).
In retrospect, however, | can see how I benefited from the MMM while a student at Oakland High
with 100% students of color, where half the population identified as Asian and the rest split almost
evenly between Black and Latinx students. In advanced placement and honors classes, enrollment
heavily skewed towards Asian students. Many of us were of the 1.5 generation who started off
school as English Language Learners, and yet, we occupied most of the AP classes offered at my
high school. Conversely, most Black and Latinx students were relegated to basic or remedial
courses. How was that possible? Rather than assessing students on their skill or ability, I surmise
that the MMM informed an implicit bias amongst teachers at Oakland High where Asian students
were perceived as well-behaved and academically-oriented, thus deserving of entry into these
college preparatory courses. The statistics for my graduating class were staggering: there were 900
students who entered Oakland High with me as a sophomore and only 300 of us walked across the
stage to graduate.

Once | left Oakland to pursue higher education and encountered other Asian-Americans, |
realized that, first of all, we were definitely not a monolithic group. Furthermore, I am continually
reminded that the invisible hand of the MMM continues to shadow my sense of (dis)placement
and (in)visibility, even on this journey for tenure and promotion in the academy.

To the Ivory Towers of Higher Education

| entered UC Berkeley (Cal) as an undergraduate the same year admissions adhering to Proposition
209 came into effect—this law, the brainchild of Ward Connerly, a UC Regents’ board member—
essentially eliminated any race-based admissions from the University of California system.
Consequently, the admissions of Asians skyrocketed at Cal; meanwhile Black and Latinx
populations plummeted. In college, | met lots of Asian-Americans, many of whom | had very little
in common with: they were affluent Asians who grew up in the suburbs and came from highly-
educated families. Some drove Beamers while others bought $600 boots at the drop of a hat: | met
Asians who had never heard of Federal Student Application for Financial Aid (FASFA). | even
encountered some Vietnamese-Americans, self-identified as “boat people,” who had college-
educated parents and experienced upward mobility in their homeland and/or in this country, unlike
my parents and most of my community back in Oakland. Needless to say, | often felt out of place
amongst this sea of Asian faces. Furthermore, similar to many low-income, first-generation
students, | struggled academically in my first two years at Cal and even contemplated dropping
out after receiving a D on a Macbeth paper during my sophomore year. When | entered Cal, there
was no Summer Bridge offered to ease my transition from high school to college nor were there
academic advisors to provide guidance beyond an obligatory meeting to declare one’s major.
Perhaps | was overlooked because outwardly I did not count as a member of an underrepresented
group. For most of my time at Cal, | was subjected to a sink or swim approach. With the guidance
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of one of my Graduate Student Instructors coupled with tutoring from the writing center, |
eventually developed the writing skills that would buoy me in and through Berkeley. With a
combination of luck, persistence, opportunity, and skills, I managed to graduate from Cal with an
English Literature degree and a minor in education.

After spending most of my 20s teaching, I left the Bay Area for the first time in my life
(beyond vacations and travel) at the age of thirty-two with my husband and three-month old son,
so | could attend graduate school in the Midwest. In an educational leadership program, |
immediately felt drawn to sociocultural courses that focused on issues of race. | found these topics
fascinating, along with theories that could explain and help me make sense of how race functions
in society. However, in private with other Asian or Latinx students, we sometimes wondered where
our stories or histories were within this Black and white binary would surface. If we were lucky,
we spent a day on the model minority myth or a brief reading on Asian American Crit Lit. The
paucity of intellectual work on Asian-Americans in the content of my graduate program, let alone
Southeast Asian students, left me frustrated.

Now as an assistant professor in an educational leadership program, I find myself guilty
of the same critiques | leveled at my doctoral coursework. Over the arch of my academic career,
thus far, as a Southeast Asian female scholar who writes and teaches about race, | have reconciled
the Black-white binary: fully understanding institutionalized racism in this country hinges on
recognizing and acknowledging the ways antiblackness permeates all facets of society. Once we
become aware of how antiblackness racism functions in a white supremacist culture, then we may
begin to offer a nuanced and complicated understanding of how Asians, Latinx, and Indigenous
folks fit (or not) into this paradigm. Although these entities are not mutually exclusive, this is how
| have made sense of the Black and white binary—as an entry point for me to understand how
institutionalized racism operates in the United States.

Navigating the tenure-track (T&T) as a Southeast Asian scholar has had its challenges.
For one, there are very few educational scholars of Asian descent; it becomes even more narrow
within my specific field. Similar to my experiences at Berkeley, being Asian does not
automatically engender community or fictive kinship (Foster, 2005). At my institution, there is a
La Raza faculty to organize around issues that impact and affect the Latinx community; | have
seen La Raza faculty nurture and support junior Latinx faculty. Considering the dearth of Latinx
faculty on the T&T, the outreach and support of Latinx scholars is critical and necessary.
Conversely, | am also aware of the adage that skin folk does not equate to kinfolk. Meaning, there
are also factions and alliances within an ethnic and/or racial group at any institution. | once spoke
to a Black faculty member at my institution; he asked me if there was a committee of Asian faculty
that welcomed me to this institution. | laughed at his question because there might be Asian faculty
here at my institution, primarily in the hard sciences, but it does not necessarily mean we are
organized enough or at a place to build community. | have often wondered why this is the case
amongst Asian academics at my institution but also across the country. Are there organized spaces
for Asian faculty to build solidarities, especially in the field of education? If so, how come I haven’t
heard about it? But | sometimes wonder, even with an organized Asian faculty, how much would
| have in common with these people? How much of a solidarity would there be considering the
heterogeneity of the Asian diaspora and how disparate our experiences truly are?

Given my training and consciousness regarding race, | often wonder about how I am
perceived at my institution and in my field as a whole being Southeast Asian. Using an
intersectional lens, as a petite Asian female, | am also aware of the stereotypes about Asian women
being docile and submissive (Crenshaw, 1990). When | started my T&T job, | was advised to not
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speak up in faculty meetings as a junior scholar for a host of reasons. And for the most part, | do
not. But in not speaking up, because | am deathly afraid of how | will be (mis)interpreted, coupled
with my vulnerable status as an untenured faculty member, I wonder if I am reifying the Asian
female stereotype. | am also a mother-scholar with young children. Considering the statistics of
women of color securing tenure, let alone mother-academics, | am cognizant that the odds are very
much against me (Mason, 2013). Given the constraints, from an institutional perspective and also
grounded in (implicit) biases due to my intersectional identities, | wonder if my way of acting and
behaving now as a junior faculty has sown the seeds about my capacity to be a leader at my
institution and in my field amongst colleagues. Similar to every other industry in this country, the
bamboo ceiling exists in the academy where Asian scholars are not perceived as leaders (Li, 2014).
| have been advised that ultimately my publications and productivity as a scholar will dictate the
trajectory of my academic career; however, | cannot help but also recognize that bias (Eberhardt,
2019), whether intentional or not, will have a hand in limiting how far | will go as a Southeast
Asian female academic.

Despite the limitations and constraints | experience in the academy, | am fortunate that |
have a supportive village of junior and senior scholars in my life. These scholars—across racial
lines—continually support my academic journey from graduate school and currently on the tenure
track. 1 am heartened by all the academics at my institution and across the country who have
buoyed my confidence, believing in me enough to invest their own time and energy despite my
episodic battles with the imposter syndrome: taking a phone call from me to talk through a grant
proposal; inviting me to be a part of conference panels; co-authoring peer-reviewed papers;
mentoring me through the labyrinths of my institution; writing me letters of support for the job
market; reviewing my manuscripts before | submit them to a journal; answering my basic questions
about a departmental or institutional policy. These white, Black, Latinx, Indigenous and Asian
scholars from across the country and within my own institution and department have made a point
to support me and my work, and for that, I am grateful.

Conclusion

Just the other day, | picked up an educational text where the author described the term minoritized
youth, defined as racial groups who have been “minoritized” due to experiences related to
structural racism and oppression; the author continued to explicitly list Black, Latinx and
Indigenous students as minoritized youth. Instinctively, the absence of Asian, let alone Southeast
Asian and Pacific Islander students, irked me. We continue to be invisible despite the extant
educational literature on Southeast Asian youth (Dao, 2014; lwamoto & Liu, 2010; Keo &
Noguera, 2018; Lee, 2015; B. M. D. Nguyen et al., 2019; Poon & Cohen, 2012; Takaki, 2012),
which point to the fact that we are, in fact, also minoritized. And yet scholars in the field
continually omit our existence from educational research, policy and reform efforts, from K12 all
the way to higher education. Perhaps this omission derives from a lack of knowledge about the
Asian American diaspora or points to the power of the model minority myth in masking the
inequities that Southeast Asian youth confront in this country. My hope with sharing my story,
from refugee camps to the academy, is to offer just one counter-narrative of the Southeast Asian
experience that could potentially contribute to a broader and more complex understanding of the
Asian-American experience. With the emergence of more Southeast Asian scholars and writers
(Bui, 2017; B. M. D. Nguyen et al., 2016; Nguyén, 2010; V. T. Nguyen, 2015; Phi, 2017; Vuong,
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2014) who speak up and out about the experiences of Southeast Asian refugees, perhaps we can
gradually shine a light at the enduring myth that shadows us all.
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