Portland State University

PDXScholar

Dissertations and Theses Dissertations and Theses
1-23-2008

Immigrant Students and the College Classroom
Climate in Higher Education

Becky Appley Boesch
Portland State University

Follow this and additional works at: https://pdxscholar.library.pdx.edu/open_access_etds

b Part of the Educational Leadership Commons, and the Secondary Education Commons

Let us know how access to this document benefits you.

Recommended Citation

Boesch, Becky Appley, "Immigrant Students and the College Classroom Climate in Higher Education”
(2008). Dissertations and Theses. Paper 5983.

https://doi.org/10.15760/etd.7853

This Dissertation is brought to you for free and open access. It has been accepted for inclusion in Dissertations
and Theses by an authorized administrator of PDXScholar. Please contact us if we can make this document more
accessible: pdxscholar@pdx.edu.


https://pdxscholar.library.pdx.edu/
https://pdxscholar.library.pdx.edu/open_access_etds
https://pdxscholar.library.pdx.edu/etds
https://pdxscholar.library.pdx.edu/open_access_etds?utm_source=pdxscholar.library.pdx.edu%2Fopen_access_etds%2F5983&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/1230?utm_source=pdxscholar.library.pdx.edu%2Fopen_access_etds%2F5983&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/1382?utm_source=pdxscholar.library.pdx.edu%2Fopen_access_etds%2F5983&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://library.pdx.edu/services/pdxscholar-services/pdxscholar-feedback/
https://doi.org/10.15760/etd.7853
mailto:pdxscholar@pdx.edu

IMMIGRANT STUDENTS AND THE COLLEGE CLASSROOM

CLIMATE IN HIGHER EDUCATION

by

BECKY APPLEY BOESCH

A dissertation submitted in partial fulfillment of the
requirements for the degree of

DOCTOR OF EDUCATION
in
EDUCATIONAL LEADERSHIP:
POSTSECONDARY EDUCATION

Portland State University
2008



DISSERTATION APPROVAL

The absti'act and dissertation of Becky Appley Boesch for the Doctor of Education
in Educational Leadership: Postsecondary Education were presented January 23,
2008, and accepted by the dissertation committee and the doctoral program.

“_JoanStrouse, Chair/

B

Christine Cress

!ves’ Labissiere
Swapna Mukhopadhyay

Susan M. Conrad
Representative of the Office of Graduate Studies

DOCTORAL PROGRAM APPROVAL?
Randy Hitz, Dean

Graduate School of Education

COMMITTEE APPROVALS:




ABSTRACT
An abstract of the dissertation of Becky Appley Boesch for the Doctor of Education

in Educational Leadership: Postsecondary Education presented January 23, 2008
Title: Immigrant Students and the College Classroom Climate in Higher Education

In recent years, the immigrant population in the U.S. has increased
dramatically. This increase has caused educational institutions to try to understand
this population and their needs in order to aid in their academic success. While this
awareness has surfaced in K-12 education, higher education continues, partly
because of a lack of research on these students, to render these students and their
needs insignificant. While this paper cannot begin to explore all the questions
needed to be answered in terms of this population, it can provide an initial glimpse
into one important aspect of edﬁcation for the immigrant, the university classroom
climate. Studies in classroom climate have stemmed from the two theoretical bases
of social constructivism and critical theory. That is, learning is inherently social and
that the dynamic of the classroom mirrors the dynamics of power and oppression in
larger society. Although few studies have been done looking at classroom climate
and the immigrant specifically, a number of minority studies show that classroom

climate can play a significant role in a student’s academic success. From a review of



the literature, the specific aspects of classroom climate which pertain to this
population are teacher/student interaction, student/student interaction,
curriculum/pedagogy and English anxiety. Based on this information, an exploratory
research study was conducted to determine how the college classroom climate

influences immigrant students’ academic experience and perceived success.
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CHAPTER 1
STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM
The purpose of this study was to determine how the college classroom
climate influenced immigrant students’ academic experience as well as their
perceived success. Because the term “immigrant” has been used to describe a wide
range of populations which are often quite different and distinct, the meaning of
“immigrant student” will be narrowed to the following three criteria:
1. traditional college age students (18-21 years old)
2. students who have graduated from an American high school but
may have begun their K-12 education in another country
3. students for whom English is a second language
The reason for defining immigrant students as such is because studies indicate that
immigrants who fall under these criteria are potentially most disadvantaged
academically. For example, Bosher and Rowekamp (1998) found that
“refugee/immigrant students who are most ‘at risk’ at the post-secondary level are
those who experienced interruption in their L1 (first language) education and
completed high school in the U.S.” (p. 37).
This research is needed because of the dramatic demographic changes
occurring in the U.S. and among the nation’s school children. “Between 1980 and

1990, immigration contributed a full 39 percent of the population growth in the
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country” (Portes, 1996, p. 2). This population growth is not only evident in K-12 but

also in postsecondary institutions. Bosher and Rowekamp (1998) find that
“refugee/immigrant graduates of U.S. high schools are one of the fastest growing
groups in higher education today” (p. 24).

Currently, immigrant students remain overlooked in higher education. While
the K-12 system has noted this population and various programs and policies have
been implemented to help ensure their academic success, they have gone largely
unnoticed by postsecondary institutions. Gray, Rolph, and Melamid (1996) found in
a study of 14 carefully selected institutions that “campuses collect little or no data on
immigrant status” (p. xii) and the assumption among these institutions was that, apart
from language issues, immigrants were “doing just fine.” And yet, little data have
been collected to either support or challenge these éssumptions. Gray et al. (1996)
concluded that “needed information includes descriptive statistics about immigrants’
enrollment and retention in college, attitudinal and needs assessment studies, and
evaluations of student outcomes and of the effectiveness of remedial and ESL
programs” (pp. xv-xvi). A companion study conducted by Vernez and Abrahamse
(1996) reiterated the absence of substantive research among this population. They
stated that “no study has yet focused on the immigrant youths’ participation and
attainment in postsecondary education” (p. 5).

It is clear that higher education needs to study immigrants as a significant
student population to determine how they are experiencing college and how

postsecondary institutions are aiding or thwarting their academic success. To that



end, this study will examine one piece of that experience, the college classroom
climate. Every classroom creates its own climate based on “its psychological
context, defined in terms of what the student expects as a consequence of
cbntemplated behavior. Such expectations are based on the interactions between the
student and the teacher...the student and his or her peers” (Vasquez, 1988, p. 243)
and class content. Previously, college classroom studies have revealed that women
and racial/ethnic minorities are often alienated or silenced within the classroom
which in turn can significantly impact both their self esteem and academic
achievement (Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger & Tarule 1997, Davidson, 1996; Ogbu
& Simons 1998; Swaminathan & Alfred, 2001-2002). Although no significant
college classroom climate studies have examined immigrants specifically, there seem
to be potentially relevant connections between the experiences of researched groups
and immigrants since all are minorities and, although their experiences are different,
they all must negotiate an often confusing and sometimes alienating‘ college
classroom. This research study attempts to examine the connections between
immigrant students and other minority groups’ experiences in higher education. The
results of the study, the implications of these results, and suggestions for future

research are discussed.



CHAPTER II
LITERATURE REVIEW
Theories and Related Concepts

The theoretical basis for classroom climate studies springs from two major
theoretical bases—social constructivism and critical theory. Social constructivism
focuses on the inherently social nature of learning and emerged from the work of
Lev Vygotsky. Within this theory, “human activities take place in cultural contexts
[and] are mediated by language and other symbolic systems...” (John-Steiner &
Mahn as qted. in Alfred, 2003, Sociocultural Theory, §. 1). This interaction between
learners and their environment occurs, according to Rogoff, along three planes—
personal, interpersonal or social, and community or institutional. Thus, people make
meaning of the world through individual characteristics such as cognition, emotion,
behavior and beliefs as they interact with others within a culture that has inherited
certain historical and ideological understandings (cited in Alfred, 2003, Sociocultural
Perspective, § 2). This creation of meaning is not static but rather dynamic and
interacts on all planes.

In applying social constructivism to the classroom, the importance of
classroom climate studies is apparent. If learning and meaning making occur
primarily within a social context then each classroom creates its own learning

environment. More specifically, the interaction of all the participants in the class—



the teacher, the student, his or her peers and the material being studied—create a
different and distinct learning experience for each person in the room. Thus, using
Perez’s definition, Alfred (2003, Sociocultural Theory) reiterated that the application
of social constructivism in the classroom is to seek “to understand the cultural worlds
within which individuals have grown and developed, how individuals interpret who
they are in relation to others, and how they have learned to process, interpret, and
encode their world” ( 2).

Another key theoretical construct that sheds light on the meaning each
studentv attaches to the classroom experience is critical theory. Critical theory is
concerned with how power and oppression manifests itself among different groups.
This theory assumes that social inequities exist and are perpetuated in cultural and
institutional systems. Therefore, “one of the major tasks of a critical analysis is to
uncover and expose these power relationships wherein the domination of one group’s
interests result in the oppression of other groups” (Merriam & Caffarella, 1999, p.
347). In the past, race/ethnicity, class and gender have been the primary social
categories used to understand the dynamics of oppression and domination. But while
exposing the dynamics of power and oppression is a start, according to Collins,
critical theorists also hope to provide ‘definable concrete projects for social change

without which talk of justice, emancipation, and equality becomes hollow rhetoric’

(cited in Merriam & Caffarella, 1999, p. 353).
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One major focus of classroom climate studies as they relate to critical theory

has been in the understanding and presentation of knowledge or the “canon” and its
role in the alienation or silencing of minority grbups. Ellsworth (1994) explained:
teachers and educational institutions interpret and structure meanings into
curriculums, and they mediate and produce official school knowledge
through language, images, stories, and ways of interacting in the classroom.
In this sense, curriculums and teaching practices can be understood as acts of
representation, and teachers and students can be understood as active
participants in the social construction of meaning. (p. 100)
This “construction of meaning” more often than not reproduces existing dynamics of
power and oppression. Thus, much discussion has surfaced in higher education
about how we define the “canon” of knowledge and whose voices are represented in
that canon. In addition, higher education has begun to examine “how” knowledge
taught in the classroom privileges the traditional dominant group of white, middle
class, males and disadvantages other minority groups.
Related Research
Building upon these core theoretical constructs, several researchers have
proposed a number of hypotheses to help understand the classroom experience of
marginalized groups. One of the most widely recognized is Ogbu’s cultural-
ecological theory of voluntary and involuntary minorities (Ogbu & Simons, 1998).
There are two major aspects of the theory.
One...is about the way the minorities are treated or mistreated in education in
terms of educational policies, pedagogy, and returns for their investment or
school credentials. Ogbu calls this the system. The second...is about the
way the minorities perceive and respond to school as a consequence of their

treatment....the second set of factors are designated as community forces”
(Ogbu & Simons, 1998, Cultural-Ecological Theory, § 2).



Not all minorities experience education the same and, according to Ogbu &
Simons (1998), voluntary (immigrant) and involuntary (nonimmigrant) minorities
experience and interpret their school experiences differently, which, in turn, promote
the academic success of one and the failure of the other. Ogbu & Simons (1998)
believed that voluntary (immigrant) minorities may suffer some difficulty in school
such as language and cultural problems but these difficulties are not long lasting.
This is because they either adopt a “tourist” attitude—a willingness to adopt
American ways—towards the larger American culfure and/or have voluntarily
chosen fo immigrate to the U.S. Because of these factors, they did not see
themselves as oppressed by the larger society. However, involuntary minorities are
those who have been “conquered, colonized, or enslaved” (Ogbu & Simons, 1998,
Involuntary Minorities, § 1). Thus, they did not willingly enter into American
'society and interpret their presence as one of coercion. Because of this difference in
attitude, “involuntary minorities are less economically successful than voluntary
minorities, usually experience greater and more persistent cultural and language
difficulties, and do less well in school” (Ogbu & Simons, 1998, Involuntary
Minorities, § 1).

This cultural-ecological theory surfaces in classrooms in terms of attitudes
toward learning and the curriculum. According to Ogbu and Simons (1998),
voluntary minorities (immigrants) maintained positive attitudes and high academic
expectations in the classroom. These students willingly conformed to classroom

expectations such as paying attention, doing their homework and learning English.
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Involuntary minorities, on the other hand, saw classroom expectations as an attempt

to rob them of their identities and the curriculum as an attempt to impose white
culture on them. School and the classroom became vehicles of oppression rather than
empowerment.

Although Ogbu and Simons (1998) conceded that these two distinctions of
students are not mutually exclusive and that some voluntary minorities (immigrants)
may encounter experiences similar to involuntary ones, he painted the immigrant
classroom experience as largely a positive one. However, this uniformly rosy picture
of the immigrant experience has been questioned by others. Citing Bhatnagar’s
research, Berryman (1983) stated that “immigrant children suffer disadvantages
which are not too dissimilar to the disadvantages suffered by indigenous children in
inner-city schools. Immigrant children carry the additional burden of being
culturally and often racially different, of being part of a visible and/or audible
minority” (p. 3). Gibson (1997), too, questions the simplicity of Ogbu’s
classifications. She conceded that

the quantitative findings do indicate that in the aggregate immigrant

minorities are more successful in school than involuntary minorities.

However, Ogbu’s analysis has centered on one particular type of immigrant

minority, namely those who have migrated voluntarily to a new country to

enhance their economic opportunities and who enter the new country with
full rights of permanent residence, and he has given less attention to how well
his model pertains to other types of immigrants. Although a number of
recent U.S. studies indicate that school success patterns for the children of
refugees, undocumented aliens, and temporary workers may be similar to

those of economic immigrants, there is also evidence of a great variability in
the school performance of immigrant students. (pp. 432-433)
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Thus, understanding the immigrant student classroom experience as a homogenous

one that is generally positive and academically rewarding is perhaps too simplistic.
Although similar to Ogbu & Simons, Cummins (1993) offered another frame
by which to understand the immigrant student classroom experience, particularly
those who are language minorities. “The central tenet of the framework is that
students from ‘dominated’ societal groups are ‘empowered’ or ‘disabled’ as a direct
result of their interactions with educators in the schools” (p. 104). This
“empowering” or “disabling” is demonstrated through (a) the degree that the
student’s language and culture are incorporated into school programs (b) the degree
to which minority community participation is encouraged and incorporated into the
student’s education (c) the degree to which teaching pedagogy promotes students to
use their first language in generating knowledge, and (d) the degree to which
professional educators in their assessment of these students are advocates (p. 104).
While Cummins (1993) presents this framework in relation to K-12
education, it has applicability for postsecondary classrooms as well. In order to
empower minority language immigrants, educators need to display a positive and
inclusive attitude towards the student’s home language and culture and help create a
classroom dynamic which encourages genuine dialogue between the student and the
teacher. As Cummins stated, “widespread school failure does not occur in minority
groups that are positively oriented towards both their own and the dominant culture,
that do not perceive themselves as inferior to the dominant group, and that are not

alienated from their own cultural values” (p. 105).
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Belenky et al. (1997) presented another possible frame from which to

understand the immigrant’s classroom experience. In their interviews of 135
women, they uncovered the varying interpretations women had of their academic or
parenting glasses. These women’s understandings of themselves within the
classroom displayed a range of five different ways of knowing: silence, received
knowledge, subjective knowing, procedural knowledge and finally constructed
knowledge. Silence can be equated with a state of disempowerment. It is a “position
in which women experience themselves as mindless and voiceless and subject to the
whims of external authority. [They are passive, feel incompetent and are defined by
others.]” (Merriam & Caffarella, 1999, p. 146). The final stage, constructed
knowledge, can be equated with full empowerment. Women at this stage “view all
knowledge as contextual, experience themselves as creators of knowledge, and value
both subjective and objective strategies for knowing. [This stage is characterized by
the development of an authentic voice.] (Merriam & Caffarella, 199, p. 147).

This framework holds promise for understanding the immigrant student’s
classroom experience since it seems that, for many, silence is a tangible experience.
Kiang (1992) found that many immigrant students feel embarrassed by their English
ability and as a result mainfain silence. Wong (1987) echoed this reality in that many
Asian immigrants “are rewarded for sitting quietly in the back of the classroom,
making no trouble for anybody, demanding no attention” (p. 215). While this silence
can be interpreted as disempowering for these students, Swaminathan and Alfred

(2001-2002) stress that silence is a necessary part because during this “period,
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students are learning skills of sorting out what is relevant in classroom discussions,

figuring out how to transition to other forms of epistemology, learning the codes of
how to disagree and challenge existing knowledge, and learning how to move away
from their own prior schooling socialization” (p. 31).
Research Studies on College Classroom Climate

Since few studies have focused exclusively on immigrant college students,
the current understanding about college classroom climate must also be drawn from
similar research done in connections with other minorities. The climate of a
classroom develops from the interaction of the teacher and students, the student
themselves and the material studied and pedagogy used. Each of these aspects will
be examined separately. The climate of the classroom is important because,
according to Vasquez, (1988) “studies have found that student perceptions of the
classroom environment can have a direct impact not only on achievement of
students, but also on their personal-social behaviorsf’ (p. 243).
Teacher/Student Interactions

Research done into teacher/student interactions reveals several important
elements in creating a positive classroorﬁ environment. First, most research reveals
that teachers should hold high academic expectations toward their students. Hurtado,
Milem, Clayton-Pedersen and Allen (1999) reported that African American students
reported feelings of discrimination in the classroom, (i.e., a negative classroom
climate, when the faculty held lower academic expectations towards them). “It is

generally believed that high expectations are communicated to the student through
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different types of cues, verbal and nonverbal, and the student’s performance is

consequently affected” (Vasquez, 1988, p. 244). In support of this, Trujillo (1986)
found in his observation-based classroom study of interactions between professors
and minority and non-minority students that “non-minority students were asked
significantly more complex questions by professors, were pushed more to better their
‘responses to professors’ questions, and received greater amounts of time during the
professors’ response to their questions than did minority students” (p. 639). Another
aspect related to the time professors were willing to invest in their minority students
surfaced in Nettles study in 1991 which found that “African-Americans were likely
to report higher GPA’s when they reported higher levels of out-of-class contact with
» faculty...” (Hurtado et al., 1999).

Research also indicates that teachers can create a positive or negative
classroom environment by how they respond to a student’s culture and language. In
Davidson’s (1996) 2 year ethnographic study of racial/ethnic minority high school
students, teachers were viewed positively who were “explicitly supportive of beliefs
and values integral to [the] pro-academic identity” of the student (p. 79). Marbella, a
Mexican immigrant, explained about a specific teacher:

Well, he’s a good person. He’s on good terms with us. He tells us that he
would

perhaps like to be Mexican because, well we want to study, we want to be

someone in this country. (p. 79)

Conversely, by ignoring or glossing over immigrant student’s culture and language,

instructors can make these students feel “invisible.” Swaminathan and Alfred (2001-

2002) found in interviews with immigrant students “that instructors, in their
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eagerness to head off any possible conflict in the classroom, are guilty of glossing

over differences within immigrant groups and between immigrants and
nonimmigrants. [Immigrant students] expressed concerns about being rendered
invisible through the erasure of difference” (p. 30).

Instructor support and understanding also needs to transfer to the student’s
anxiety towards speaking English. Alfred (2003), Kiang (1992) and Pappamihiel
(2002) found that teachers’ behavior could exacerbate this anxiety and thus
negatively impact the classroom environment. Kiang found that when his student
subjects “tr{ied] to participate, their teachers ma[de] them repeat themselves or
d[idn’t] take their points seriously, so they [chose] to withdraw instead” (p. 105). At
the same time, Kiang also found that teacher sensitivity toward English needs can
help create a positive classroom climate. Kiang found Asian immigrant students
responded positively to classes in which teachers wrote as much information as
possible on the board and used videotapes to help illustrate the content of lectures (p.
105).

Alfred (2003), in her phenomenological study of anglophone Caribbean
immigrant women, perhaps best demonstrates the need for cultural and linguistic
understanding. She found that within the postsecondary classroom, “some

| experienced marginality, alienation, and isolation, which they attributed partly to
their Caribbean culture, their language, and their racioethnic identity. Their

marginality also resulted from the behavior of faculty and students who initially
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ignored them in discourse communities and were not sensitive to cultural

differences.”
Student/Student Interactions
Fellow students can also have a tremendous influence on how an imniigrant
student experiences the classroom. As Hurtado et al. (1999) state, “peer groups in
college are very influential and are responsible for much of the socialization and
learning that occurs in the college and university environment.” Although no studies
could be located that looked at this as a central question of inquiry in regard to
classroom climate, the importance of student/student relations in the classroom
surfaced in other studies. As mentioned earlier, Alfred (2003) in her study of
anglophone Caribbean immigrant women found that fellow students made the
college classroom a chilly one.
Although the participants were allowed into the academic culture, they did
not feel welcome upon entry. This was partly compounded by the position of
silence that they occupied within the higher education classroom. Most of
them agreed that speaking in class was one of the greatest challenges that
" they faced in the American classroom....the earlier ridicule they encountered
from the American public as a result of their Caribbean accents, in
conjunction with the cold, exclusive environment where they felt ignored by
faculty and peers, made it particularly difficult for them to verbally
demonstrate their knowledge. (§37)
Pappamihiel (2002) similarly reported that peers could directly impact both the level
of comfort and participation of immigrant students in the classroom. In a study of
178 Mexican-born middle school students Pappamihiel found higher levels of

anxiety when these students were put in mainstream classes. Below is excerpt from

one of the interviews conducted.
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RESEARCHER: Are you more nervous in ESL or regular (mainstream)
classes?

PARTICIPANT A: Regular...because I feel like when I say something the
other students are going to laugh at me.

RESEARCHER: Are you more nervous in ESL or regular classes?
PARTICIPANT B: In the regular classes...the ones who know English and
Spanish get impatient. They don’t want to work with them (ELLs) because
they don’t know how to do it.

RESEARCHER: Why don’t you like talking with them (non-ELLs)?

PARTICIPANT D: Because they know more English than me, and if I say
something wrong, they laugh. (p. 339-340)

It is clear from both of these studies that an immigrant student’s peers who do not
respect the culture and language issues of that student can adversely affect the
climate and learning of the classroom.

Another factor which may impact the climate of a college classroom is the
number of immigrant students within it. Kanter (1977) stated that persons who are
significantly underrepresented within a group are identified as tokens and “are often
treated as representatives of their category, as symbols rather than individuals” (p.
966). Evidence from her studies suggest that token individuals “may undergo a
great deal of personal stress and may need to expend extra energy to maintain a
satisfactory relationship” (p. 987) in their environment. This tokenism can
contribute to the student feeling alone, isolated and marginalized. Hov;/ever, Hurtado
(1994) cautioned that the numbers of underrepresented students not be so large as to
create a racist backlash against them. Just what percentage of immigrant students

would help create a positive classroom climate is unclear. Yet, the importance of
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positive peer relations is clear. Research indicates that “dissatisfaction with the

social and emotional environment is...a frequently cited reason for minority students
leaving college and for poor performance” (Richardson & Skinner, 1992, p. 36).
Curriculum and Pedagogy

In terms of curriculum, research indicates that course materials which allow
for the inclusion and/or exploration of the immigrant students’ cultural or racial
identity positively contributes to the classroom environment. In Davidson’s (1996,
p. 81) ethnographic study of racial/ethnic high school students, Marbella, a Mexican
- immigrant student, clearly indicated that her favorite class was one in which issues
of American racism and the norms and values of American society were explicitly
discussed. In addition, this was the class where Marbella was given the opportunity
to explore her and others’ heritage. Kiang (1992) also found that the addition of
Asian American Studies courses had a positive effect on Asian American immigrant
students because it allows tﬁem to become “integrated academically and socially” (p.
104). Students commented that in the Asian American studies classes that they felt a
greater level of respect and in turn participated and learned more (Kiang, 1992, p.
105). Harklau (1999) also found that a multicultural curriculum positively
contributed to learning because “multicultural texts provided students [in her case
study] with a social space within the institution where they could engage in
explorations of ethnicity that they found interesting and productive in their own

identity work” (p. 264).
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While a multicultural curriculum can support a positive classroom climate for

immigrants it can also exacerbate cultural differences or inaccurately portray the
immigrant’s culture. In her year-long ethnographic study of immigrant students in
EOP and ESL programs, Harklau (1999) discovered that the curriculum can often
reinforce stereotypes of difference. By examining the curriculum used, Harklau
noted that the material “positioned students’ cultural backgrounds as deviance from a
seemingly culture-neutral, unmarked white professional class norm and linked
multiculturalism with remediation” (p. 263) or “carried a representation of neatly
partitioned cultural dualism between the USA and ‘your country’” (p. 271). In 6ther
words, the curriculum potentially further marginalized immigrant students and/or
failed to recognize their culture as a part of the larger American culture.

Besides the curriculum, classroom pedagogy also can impact classroom
climate. Classroom pedagogy reveals a variety of cultural beliefs and values about
the teacher /student relationship, student/student relationship and the understanding
of knowledge and learning. Both Hurtado et al. (1999) and Vasquez (1988)
advocated a cooperative rather than competitive learning environment for minority
students. This often means a large amount of group directed work with the teacher’s
role as one of facilitator. In fact, Treisman’s (1992) redesign of college calculus
classes to one which used collaborative and cooperative learning techniques led to
dramatic academic improvements among minority students. However, while this
might aid the classroom climate for minorities, Alfred’s research with anglophone

Caribbean women seems to cloud these findings.
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During the women’s participation in American educational systems, they
were both thrilled and challenged by the way learning was facilitated in the
classroom. Although they found value in the notion of learning in
collaboration, the cocreation of knowledge, and in their own construction and
validation of knowledge, they also struggled with the need for more emphasis
on teacher-directed instruction and content mastery. (Alfred, 2003, § 45)

At the same time they struggled with collaborative learning, the women in Alfred’s
study also struggled with group work. One participant, Rita, stated:
Doing group work and participating in group discussions were not things I
enjoyed as a student. In fact, I hated it. I was sometimes the only Black

person in my group and always the only foreigner. I felt very much like an
outsider. (Alfred, ] 47)

What is apparent here is that immigrants often bring very different notions of
learning to the classroom and these notions may be in conflict with the practices
which have proven effective with other minorities.

Besides pedagogy, immigrants may also differ in their understanding and
approach to knowledge. Harklau (1998) stated that

one widely acknowledged goal of a U.S. college education is to develop
students’ ‘intellectual virtues’ (e.g. creativity, problem-solving ability,
tolerance of ambiguity, and ability to think critically). Such virtues often are
presented as self-evident, culturally neutral, and superior modes of thought
and logic. There is considerable evidence, however, that cultures
differentially value modes of manipulating knowledge and displaying
understanding. (] 21)

Thus immigrant students may find the college classroom disorienting and alienating.
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CHAPTER III
RESEARCH DESIGN AND PROCEDURES
Study Design

This qualitative study was exploratory in nature for two reasons. First,
because of the small number of participants and the researcher’s inability to
purposefully sample those who participated, the study can only be exploratory. A
second critical reason that this study was exploratofy was because of the limited
study of this population in higher education. “One of the chief reasons for
conducting a qualitative study is that the study is exploratory; not much has been
written about the topic or population being studied, and the researcher seeks to build
a picture based on their ideas” (Creswell, 1994, p. 21). Qualitative research
acknowledges that reality is subjective and multiple among the participants in the
study and the researcher realizes that these experiences as well as her own are laden
with values and biases (p. 5).

The primary methods for data collection were through a freshman entrance
survey (see Appendix A), focus groups and in-depth individual interviews. The
survey provided primarily demographic and descriptive data on the participants as
stated above. The interview methods were primarily exploratory in nature—to try to

uncover how an immigrant student experiences the climate of higher education
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classrooms—and open-ended in nature. Using interviewing techniques was

appropriate because
if the researcher is interested...in what it is like for students to be in the
classroom, what their experience is, and what meaning they make of that

understanding—then it seems...that interviewing, in most cases, may be the
best avenue of inquiry (Seidman, 1998, p. 5).

Both types of interviews—focus groups and individual interviews—offered different
benefits and limitations and by employing both, the researcher hoped to maximize
the strengths and mitigate the weaknesses of each.

For example, there are several benefits to focus groups. First by the nature of
interviewing a group, the researcher is able to gather a wider range of voices and
perspectives and thuS achieve a wider voice. In addition, the ability of research
subjects to be represented collectively might lessen the power differential between
the researcher and the subjects thus reducing their inhibitions about participating.
Merton, Fiske, & Kendall (1990) echoed this sentiment by stating that “the group
interview utilizes the same kinds of social mechanisms for releasing the inhibitions
of individuals who are otherwise reluctant to disclose what are for them intimately
private matters” (p. 141-142). As each individual shares their personal experience it
releases others to share perhaps even more personal feelings and thoughts because a
climate of safety has been established. In addition to lessening inhibitions, focus
groups also help group members activate forgotten details about their experience
through dialogue with others (p. 146) which, in turn, can make the data richer and

more complex.
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But just as there are advantages to focus groups, there are also disadvantages.

Merton et al. (1990) raised several of these potential weaknesses. First, because of
the social nature of focus grbups, it is relatively easy for the interview to veer off
task into irrelevant and unnecessary conversations as focus group members interact
with each other. This results in a loss of precious interview time for the researcher
and as well poses a challenge for him/her to get the interview back on task. A
“leader effect” might also occur where group members who are more articulate and
outgoing lead the group’s ideas into a kind of “groupthiﬁk.” In this case, the focus
group can actually reduce the variety of perspectives rather than expand them.
Similarly, individuals can become silent in the group because they are intimidated by
those they perceive to be more articulate and capable. The final danger raised by
Merton et al. (1990) is that “an excessive multiplicity of topics may be advanced in
the group interview with the result that no one of these is explored in substantial
detail” (p. 150).

Similarly, in-depth interviews also offer advantages and disadvantages for
data collection which often mirror, in reverse, those presented by focus groups.
First, because the interview is limited to one person, the researcher will not be able to
gain a broad perspective of the phenomenon. In addition, due to the more personal
nature of the one-on-one interview, research subjects may feel intimidated because
of the power differential between themselves and the researcher. This power

differential can be exacerbated through differences in race and ethnicity, gender,



22
class, linguistic differences, and age (Seidman, 1998) and could potentially limit

both the nature and amount of data gathered in the interview.
However, if these issues of power are dealt with successfully, the individual
interview can yield even richer data then the focus group.
In the private interview, [the research subject] may report more of himself, be
readier to provide that information which enables the inquirer to reconstruct
the personal context of his response; in the group interview, he may adapt to
the presence of several others by largely confining himself to reports of his
response, telling less of the contexts which help account for his more or less
distinctive response” (Merton et al., 1990, p. 152).
It is clear that the individual interview can allow the researcher to explore the
experience of the participant with more depth because the researcher can maximize
opportunities to explore relevant experiences and reflections as they emerge in the
course of the interview. However, this exploration cannot be exhaustive because of
the necessity to limit the length of each interview. Seidman (1998) best sums up the
motivation and value behind in-depth interviewing.
As a method of inquiry, interviewing is most consistent with people’s ability
to make meaning through language. It affirms the importance of the
individual without denigrating the possibility of community and
collaboration. Finally, it is deeply satisfying to researchers who are
interested in others’ stories” (pp.7-8).
Used together in this study, focus groups and in-depth interviews provided both a
broader context as well as individual voice to the experience of the interviewees.
Research Questions
These qualitative research methods of focus groups and interviews were the

main data gathering techniques used to uncover the sociocultural nature of learning.

If learning involves all participants in the room—student, teacher, peers, and
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material—then the learning of a student can be thwarted if a student does not feel

that he/she is valued and respected. A main cause for this marginalization in the
classroom is because schools mirror a larger society in which some groups have
power and respect and others do not. As Harklau (1999) reiterated “schools are one
of the main institutional sites where societal discourses regarding ethnic diversity,
identity, and social position are imposed, adapted, and resisted” (p. 257).
Educational researchers have recognized both the sociocultural nature of
learning and social power dynamics in learning and have begun to study how the
college classroom environment impacts racial/ethnic minorities and women, and to
some degree, the poor. But another group, immigrants, has also historically been
oppressed and yet little attention has been given to understanding their classroom
experience. This lack of attention stems from assumptions that immigrants are
“doing just fine.” It is true that immigrant students have a higher persistence rate in
| school than native students, particularly minorities. But, academic persistence is
different from academic success or comfort. With these thoughts in mind, the current
research study explored how immigrant students’ are experiencing the climate of
higher education and what contributes to that perception. The specific factors that
were examined in light of this question are the teacher/student relationship, the
student/peer relationship and the curriculum/pedagogy used as well as the

immigrants students’ perceived English proficiency.
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The research questions were:

How are immigrant students experiencing the climate of higher education

classrooms?

More specifically, how does the immigrant’s perception of the

student/teacher relationship, student/peer relationships, class

curriculum/pedagogy and his/her individual English proﬁciency influence

this perception of classroom climate?

Subjects

The subjects of this study were drawn frofn students attending Portland State
University (PSU). PSU is an urban university with a diverse populatioﬁ of over
20,000 students located in Portland, Oregon. It has traditionally been an open-access
university. According to Portland State’s mission, the university is “committed to
providing access and opportunity to learners from regional, national, and
international communities in their pursuit of lifelong learning and diverse
educational goals.” In addition, “PSU values diversity and fosters a climate of
mutual respect and reflection that supports different beliefs and points of view and

the open exchange of ideas.” (http://www.pdx.edu/mission.html)

The participants were returning traditional age (18-21) sophomore students at
PSU who had successfully completed their freshman year as well as the required
yearlong Freshman general education class. This year-long class is traditionally a

small interactive class of approximately 35 students which uses an interdisciplinary
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curriculum. The goals of the course are to teach critical thinking, communication

skills, diversity and social ethics and responsibility.

Several rationales existed for drawing from this population. First, the
researcher had ready access to this population through a freshman entering survey.
Second, by choosing sophomores, these students would have gathered enough
classroom experience to be able to talk about college classroom climate as well as
taken enough classes to demonstrate a specific level of academic achievement.
Thirdly, because Portland State University consists of a fairly diverse number of
students in terms of race and ethnicity as well as immigrant groups, it was likely that
finding appropriate participants would not be difficult.

Initially, the study planned to conduct focus groups with 30 students and
from those 30 purposefully select 4 from each group for individual interviews. This
did not seem an unrealistic number because, based on previous freshman survey
numbers, an average freshman entering class is usually around 1000 students with
approximately 180 immigrant students within this population. Unfortunately, the
immigrant student numbers were unusually low for the particular year that was used
for the study. Initially, 54 students were identified as eligible and invited to take part
in the study. Of those 54, ten initial mailings to join the study were returned
undeliverable so only 44 students received an invitation to participate in the study.
The gender breakdown of these 44 students was 15 male and 29 female. Thus, 34%
of the potential participants were male and 66% were female. The racial/ethnic

breakdown of those invited to be part of the study are shown in Table 1:
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Table 1

Racial/Ethnic Breakdown of Invited Research Participants

RACE/ETHNICITY NUMBER PERCENTAGE
Asian ' 26 59%
Black 2 ’ 5%
Hispanic 4 9%
White - 12 21%
Total 44 100%

Of the 44 students invited to participate, only 12 students agreed to be part of
both the focus groups and the individual interviews. This was after two separate
mailings as ’well as e-mail reminders. Therefore, because of the small numbers, the
researcher was not able to use purposeful sampling in terms of sex, race/ethnicity,
linguistic background, academic achievement or major choice but rather had to use
those who had agreed to participate in the study. More females, 10, than males, 2,
chose to participate in the study. Thus, 83% of study population was female as
opposed to 17% male. In comparison to those invited to participate in the study,
Whites were under represented by 19 %, Blacks were over represented by 4% and
Hispanics and Asians were over represented by 8%. The racial/ethnic breakdown of

the participants are shown in Table 2:
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Table 2

Racial/Ethnic Breakdown of Research Participants

RACE/ETHNICITY NUMBER PERCENTAGE
Asian 8 67%
Black 1 8%
Hispanic 2 17%
White 1 8%

Total 12 100%

Even though the gender and racial/ethnic breakdown was not an ideal sampling from
those who wefe invited to participate in the study, the participants do reflect a fairly
diverse racial/ethnic pool.

In addition to being somewhat diverse ethnically, the participants in the study
displayed diverse educational and immigration backgrounds as well as English
fluency levels by migrating at very different ages and entering the American K-12
system at the both elementary and secondary levels. In order to maintain their
confidentiality, each participant was given a new name to protect their identity. The
researc;her chose mostly American sounding pseudonyms for the participants because
for the majority of the students, the real name they chose to be identified by was
American sounding rather than from their ethnic/cultural background. This is
particularly interesting to note in terms of the importance of personal names and
cultural and ethnic identity. Of the eight Asian participants in the study, Bill, Alice
and Betty were ethnic Chinese either from mainland China or Hong Kong. Bill came

to the U.S. at age 15 and entered the K-12 system in the gth grade. Alice came at age
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12 and entered the 6™ grade. Betty came when 10 and started in 5" grade. Two other

Asian participants, Candy and Tara are originally from Vietnam. Candy came at age
16 and entered highschool in the 9™ grade. Tara also came at 16 but entered the K-

1™ grade. Yali, another Asian participant, emigrated from

12 system in the 1
Cambodia at 12 years of age and entered the 8™ grade. Sarah too originally came
from Sri Lanka at 12 years of age and she entered the American school system in the
gt grade.k The final Asian participant was Harriet from Korea who immigrated at age
3 and entered the K-12 system in 1** grade. The two Hispanic participants in the
study, Alina and Mary came from Mexico and Guatemala respectively. Mary came
at the age of 2% and entered‘kindergarten. Alina’s age of immigration and entrance
into American schools was not available although in her interview she revealed that
she did attend middle school in the United States. The one Black participant, Karen,
emigrated from Kenya at age 15 and entered the 10™ grade. Finally, the one White

participant, Eric, from Bosnia, came at age 10 and entered 7" grade. The following

table summarizes the key demographics of each participant in the study.



Table 3

Demographic Information on Research Subjects

Pseudonym | Country of Language How Gender Age Major
Origin Spoken at Long in
Home the U.S.

Alice China Mandarin 7 years Female 20 Accounting

Alina Mexico Spanish n/a Female 19 Business
Admin/
French

Betty China Mandarin 17 years | Female 19 Accounting

Bill China Cantonese 6 years Male 21 Computer
Science

Candy Vietnam Vietnamese | 7 years Female 23 General
Science

Eric Bosnia Bosnian 10 years | Male 20 Undecided

Harriet South Korean 17 years | Female 20 Biology

Korea

Karen Kenya Kenyan S years Female 20 Business/Nur
sing

Mary Guatemala | Spanish 17 % Female 20 Education

years

Sarah Sri Lanka Sri Lankan 7 years Female 19 Computer
Engineering

Tara Vietnam Vietnamese | 4 years Female 20 Business

Yali Cambodia | Cambodian | 8 years Female 20 Biology
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It is important note that there was a wide range of English fluency among the

participants. Betty, Harriet, Yali, Alina, Mary, Karen and Eric had nativelike
fluency in English. However, Bill, Alice, Tara, Candy and Sarah displayed varying
degrees of accents and in addition, Bill, Alice, and Candy seemed to also struggle
with English comprehension from time to time. Because the numbers of the
participants in the study was so few, extra care was taken to keep their identity
confidential. Besides changing their names, all information collected from them is
locked in a private cabinet.

Each of the participants in the three focus groups in the study were to be
drawn respectively from students with high (3.0-4.0), middle (2.0-2.99) and low
(1.0-1.99) GPAs in order to see if classroom climate perception differed among
students with different academic performance. The students’ GPAs were accessed
through using the university’s online academic database (i.e., banner). However,
once again, because of the low number of participants, a purposeful sampling from
each of these GPA levels was not possible. Eight of the participants GPAs were high
(3.0-4.0) and four of the participants GPAs were middle (2.0-2.99). No participants
GPAs fell in the low category. Thus, the participants were, according to their grade
point averages, performing well academically and those students’ voices that were
struggling academically were not represented. Also, because of scheduling conflicts
amongst the students, those participants with similar GPAs could not be grouped
together in focus groups and therefore, the researcher was not able to determine if

classroom climate perceptions differed according to the range of GPAs represented.
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Although the number of participants was small enough that two focus groups could

have been conducted instead of three, again, due to primarily scheduling conflicts
among the students, three different times needed to be offered in order for all 12
participants to attend the focus groups.

In addition, because of the limited participation in the study, the researcher
was also not able to purposefully choose the academic majors represented in the
study. Five of the participanfs were majoring in the hard sciences with most
planning some type of medical career. Six of the participants were majoring in the
social sciences with most pursuing some type of business degree. Finally, only one
participant was a liberal arts major, pursuing a degree in foreign languages and
literature. Thus, while the participants in the study show a fairly diverse selection in
terms of race/ethnicity as well as immigration and educational background, the study
was not able to balance the participants on the basis of gender, GPA or major. The
result was that the participants were heavily female, academically successful and
primarily science and social science majors. This occurred because the initial pool
of potential participants for the study was projected to be approximately 100 based
on previous years’ numbers but, due to unforeseen reasons, was only 44 the
particular year this study was done. In addition, of the potential pool of 44, the
researcher sent invitation mailings twice and an e-mail once but only the above

twelve responded to the invitation to be part of the study.
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Data Collection and Analysis

The possible research participants were identified through the entering
Freshman Survey (Appendix A) and once they were identified, they were contacted
through the mail and asked to participate in the study. Because of the inevitability of
non or no responses, the researcher sent these requests to as many students as fit the
research participant profile. This mailing included an introductory letter, a stamped
self addressed return letter, and a human subject consent form which addressed the

following criteria:
» Their right to voluntarily withdraw from the study at any time.

» The central purpose of the study and the procedures to be used in data

collection.
= Comments about protecting the confidentiality of the reépondents.
» A statement about known risks associated with participation in the study.
= The expected benefits to accrue to the participants in the study.

* A place for them to sign and date the form (Creswell, 1998, pp. 115-116).
See Appendix B for a sample of the human consent forrﬁ and the accompanying
letter. Special care was given to protect the identity of the participants and keep their
identities anonymous by using pseudonyms. Only the researcher had access to the
data gathered and all research materials were kept in a locked file in the researcher’s

office. Specific emphasis was given in the initial mailing to provide an incentive for
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participation through offering a $25 gift card from the school bookstore for

participation in both the focus groups and the interviews (a $50 value).

Once the subjects agreed to participate in the study, three separate focus
groups from 3 to 6 students were conducted. As stated earlier, because the students’
schedules, it was impossible to organize the focus groups according to GPA and so
the researcher was not able to ascertain if collective perceptions of classroom climate
differed according to measured academic achievement. The main purpose of the
focus groups was to address the initial research question: How are immigrant
students experiencing the climate of higher education classrooms? This larger
research question was explored in light of the specific areas raised in the literature
review of teacher/student, student/student, curriculum and pedagogy as well as
English language issues. These areas were explored and discussed through using
three hypothetical classroom scenarios which mirrored the existing literature in the
above areas. Using hypothetical scenarios allowed the students to talk about their
perception of classroom climate without feeling personally vulnerable. In order to
ensure that the scenarios were both understandable and addressed the necessary areas
of classroom climate, the researcher piloted the hypothetical scenarios with three
immigrant students known to her and made necessary changes based on their
feedback prior to conducting the focus groups. (See Appendix C.)

According to Merton et al. (1990), focus groups of 10 to 12 are ideal because
they are large enough to provide good coverage of a topic but small enough to allow

adequate participation for all subjects (p. 137). However, again, because of the small
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number of participants and scheduling issues, it seemed better to conduct three

different focus groups ranging from 3 to 6 students rather than one large group of 12.
This way, the researcher could not only triangulate the data but also create a smaller
and more intimate focus group. The focus groups were approximately one hour in
length%in accordance with existing literature on focus groups—and were held in a
small conference room on campus which was both private and non-intimidating,
Keeping the location to the campus ensured that all studt_ants would easily be able to
attend. The researcher conducted the focus groups around a small table so as to
minimize power dynamics and used a high quality tape recorder to record the
responses of the group. Because of the purpose behind the focus group, the questions
connected to the scenaﬁos were open-ended in nature. As Seidman (1998) stressed,
“the truly effective question flows from an interviewer’s concentrated listening,
engaged interest in what is being said, and purpose in moving forward” (p. 77).
Interviews by nature are dynamic and therefore the initial focus group questions
served primarily as a guide.

Once the focus groups were completed, the researcher transcribed the data
electronically using a transcriber. Careful attention was given to keeping the identity
of the students anonymous and confidential. Once transcribed, the data were read
initially to gain an overall understanding of how immigrant students were
experiencing the classroom and how this possibly was impacting their academic
success. The researcher also paid attention to other emerging factors which seemed

to contribute to differing classroom climate perceptions. Once a general
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understanding was gained, the researcher then began to organize the data into

meaningful categories. This mirrored Creswell’s (1998) idea of “horizontalization”
of the data. According to him, “the researcher...finds statements (in the interviews)
about how individuals are experiencing the topics, lists out these significant
stétements. ..and treats each statement as having equal worth, and works to develop a
list of nonrepetitive, nonoverlapping statements” (p. 147). From these statements,
categories and meaningful units emerged.

The emergent categories derived from the focus groups served as a basis for
developing in-depth questions for the one-on-one interviews. While the researcher
hoped the data from the focus groups would help develop more in-depth individual
interview questions in light of the areas already identified by the research—
student/teacher relationship, student/peer relationships, class curriculum/pedagogy
and the student’s individual English proficiency—new and unforeseen questions
surfaced as well. In order to explore these areas in more depth, each student was
asked to participate in an additional half-hour to 45 minute interview to try to gain a
more in-depth understanding of who they are and their specific classroom climate
experience. See Appendix D for the individual interview questions used. As with
the focus groups, the interview questions used were open-ended so that the interview
could remain free flowing. These interviews were conducted at the same location as
the focus groups, a small comfortable private conference room on campus. That way,
the student was both familiar with the setting as well as the location, thus potentially

lowering their anxiety. Individually interviewing each of the 12 students allowed the
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researcher to gain a more in depth perspective on their experience. Each interview

was recorded, transcribed and analyzed in the same manner as the focus groups with
special attention paid to maintaining the confidentiality of the participants.

The researcher’s reason for conducting the focus groups prior to the in-depth
interviews was twofold. By conducting the focus groups first, the researcher hoped
to minimize the possible intimidation that students may feel by the researcher.
Subsequently, when students were contacted to participate in an in-depth interview,
they would already have met the interviewer and hopefully would feel more
comfortable in participating in a private interview. In addition, the focus groups
allowed the researcher to gain a broad understanding of the phenomenon which then
conceptually drove the more focused individual interviews, thus allowing the
interviews to yield richer data.

By using both focus groups and individual interviews, the variation in the
collection of information helped ensure that the data were both reputable and
accurate. Additionally, the researcher allowed the interviewees to read the findings
and make any corrections or address any inaccuracies which were necessary.
Ongoing review by the researcher’s doctoral advisor also provided “an external
check of the research process” (Creswell, 1998, p. 202). And finally, clarification of
researcher bias from the outset of the study allows any reader to understand the
biases, préjudices and orientations which may have impacted the interpretation of the
data (Creswell, 1998. pp. 201-202). All these measures helped ensure the quality and

accuracy of the study.
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The time line for gathering, interpreting and writing the data was as follows:

Fall Term 2005: Human Subjects Approval
Identification of Potential Research Participants
Initial Mailing to Potential Participants

Winter Term 2006:  Second Mailing to Potential Participants

Analysis of Demographic/Descriptive Data of Research
Participants

Focus Groups
Transcription and Analysis of Data from Focus Groups

Spring Term 2006:  In-Depth Interviews

Transcription and Analysis of Data from In-Depth Interviews

Summer Term 2006 Initial Results/Interpretations Written

Fall Term 2006 Overall Results/Interpretations Written
However, due to unforeseen family circumstances, the writing of the overall results

and interpretations took longer than originally planned.

Limitations of the Study
One significant limitation to the study is the biases and potential prejudices I,
as the researcher, bring to the study itself. Because I believe so strongly that these
immigrant students are encountering challenges in their college experience, I needed
to exercise caution in not fabricating those challenges to support my own

preconceptions. In addition, I hold various positions of power which may have acted
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as an impediment to immigrant students fully disclosing their experiences. First,

am white and the majority of my research subjects were members of a racial or
ethnic minority group. In addition, my position as a middle class and middle-aged
teaching professional at Portland State University may have also served to distance
me from my subjects. I also have never had to live in a country for an extended
period of time that required me to leamn a second language fluently and therefore, I
do not intimately know the frustrations encountered by trying to function in another
language. Iam also not an immigrant and therefore have not experienced first hand
the challenges that go along with assimilating permanently into a society.

While I have not experienced these immigrant challenges specifically, I have
experienced them indirectly. My mother is an immigrant and I saw first hand as a
child the challenges she encountered in being “different.” I also have lived overseas
in a variety of countries and have tasted what it feels like to be “the other” not only
linguistically but also racially. I also can empathize with the immigrant experience
because, for many years, I taught immigrant students and experienced through them
the hurdles they encountered at school as well as in larger society.

Another possible limitation to the study was some of the participants’ limited
English proficiency. Since I conducted both the focus groups and in-depth
interviews in English and I am not proficient in the variety of second languages that
were represented, the study may be limited because all participants may have not be
able to communicate their ideas fully and deeply. While translators could have been

used, because of the wide variety of first languages represented in the study, it was
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not feasible or practical. In addition, translation itself is fraught with accuracy

problems as well. Another related limitation to English proficiency is cross-cultural
misunderstandings. These students may conceptualize their experience through a
different cultural lens than mine and thus make it difficult for me to truly understand
their experiences.

Another limitation is the narrow focus of the study and the small number of
participants. Because this study was conducted at only one university, it can not be
broadly generalized to second language immigrant populations in all higher
education settings. Also, it is possible that the limited number of subject who took
part in the study may not reflect an adequately broad cross-section of sex,
race/ethnicity, language, academic achievement and student majors. Additionally,
this study only examined students who had completed their freshman year. Thus, the
study was not able to determine if immigrant students’ perception towards the
climate of the higher education classroom changes or how they themselves change
within their college experience. In addition, it was not able to understand the
experiences of those students who leave prior to completing their freshman year.
Finally, this study did not examine how immigrants’ perceptions of classroom
climate compared with native students and therefore was not be able to determine if
immigrant student perceptions of classroom climate is different from native students.

Conclusion
In an attempt to understand how immigrant students are experiencing the

college classroom environment, an exploratory qualitative study was conducted
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~ wherein twelve students participated in three focus groups and individual interviews.

These methods of data collection were used because the researcher believed that by
using both focus groups and interviews the strengths of each could be maximized
and the weaknesses of each lessened. In addition, by gathering data from multiple
settings, triangulation of the information would enable a more accurate interpretation |
of the data. Because the research was conducted at only one university ahd the
number of participants was small and not completely representative of those invited
to participate, the study needed to be exploratory in nature and any conclusions
drawn must be tentative.in nature. Although every attempt was made to have a
representative sample of those research subjects eligible to participate in the study, it
was not possible due to lack of participation. Those who did participate were heavily
female, racial minorities, academically successful and primarily science or social
science majors. Thus, the voices of white immigrants, liberal arts majors and

academically struggling students are not well represented in this study.
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CHAPTER IV

DATA AND ANALYSIS
After the researcher finished transcribing, codifying, and analyzing the data
yielded from the focus groups and individual interviews, immigrant students’
experiences yielded complex and contradicting data. In order to make sense of this
data, the following discussion is organized in the same categories presented earlier
except that curriculum and pedagogy are made separate from one another. Those
categories once again are student/professor, student/student, student/curriculum and
student/classroom pedagogy. While the researcher has tried to represent the voices
of all the students equally, some students, particularly Bill and Alice, because of
limited English abilities were not as verbal as the other participants and the
researcher, during both the focus groups and individual interviews, often needed to
ask for additional information and clarification in order to solicit more ideas. Even
so, their voices are not as prolific as the other students.
Student/Professor Interaction
Focus Group Findings on Student/Professor Relationship
| Initially it seemed that immigrant students’ want to maintain a certain

distance and anonymity from their professors. The overwhelming response to
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Scenario I in the focus groups was that 10 of the 12 students identified with Vinh

who felt comfortable that the professor largely ignored him in the class and didn’t
ask him for his perspective on the Vietnam War. Students gave several reasons for
wanting to remain silent in the class and most of these were connected to their
cultural and linguistic identities.

Tokenism. For several, they did not feel qualified or comfortable speaking on
behalf of their cultural group. Betty, originally from China, stated that “When we’re
talking about...my own culture which I'm fanﬁliﬁ with...I don’t want to tell things
that are wrong from my own experience....Sometimes I don’t like talking about it.”
Yali, a Cambodian immigrant, who identified with both Tran and Vinh, hypothetical

characters from the first focus group scenario, shared her discomfort with the focus

group.

Yali: “I’d also be like Vinh if she [the professor] kept questioning me. I had
a teacher, an English teacher in high school, anytime when she talked about
September 11™, for example, we had an Arab in our class and she kept asking
him. It was kind of like....okay? okay? It wasn’t an attack but she kept on
referring to him and saying ‘What do you think about this and this point?’ As
if he could explain everything and she did the same thing to me....

Researcher: So, let me ask, are you saying that if you feel like a professor is
asking you to speak for everyone within your group...

Yali: Yeah, just...

Researcher: That would make you really uncomfortable?

Yali: Yeah
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Researcher: Because you feel like you can’t speak for your group? Is that
what you’re saying?

Yali: Yeah...I’m like the result of the war but I don’t know exactly what
went on and why it happened. So, I can’t really say....but just my input on
how it affected me.

Cultural separation and disenfranchisement. Not only did students not want
to be tokens for their group’s cultural experience, but some intimated that they felt
that neither the professor nor the students would care to leém about or understand
their experience. Eric, a Bosnian immigrant who also identified with both
hypothetical characters from scenario one, stated “I think that I see both points of
view because one of this is...sometimes you just don’t want to be called on.....What
you tell them—the class—they are not going to care about even if you do present
your opinion.” Betty, a Chinese immigrant, echoed his sentiment. She stated that
“It’s not like I don’t want to share sometimes [but] maybe people don’t want to know
about your experience.” Candy, from Vietnam, related a time when she said nothing

in class because she felt that her perspective wouldn’t be understood by either the

professor or her fellow students.

Candy: ...I got that question from my professor because he’s a history major
when I came into [the] class. He [told] something wrong about the history of
the Vietnamese War in America and I thought I know all that stuff but the
ideas he gives [are] different from what I...studied in Vietnam...but I didn’t’
give him my opinion about what I want to say because....here they think
different and that’s why they asked for the war......

Researcher: So, your understanding of the war was different than everybody
else in the class?
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~ Candy: Yeah. I'm not on any side, American side or my...I see both sides
had good reasons to start the war.

Candy’s sense of cultural separation in the classroom was an underlying
sentiment echoed by many of the students. This cultural separation can cause
discomfort on a number levels. Immigrant students don’t feel comfortable sharing
their experiences and as Alina, an immigrant from Mexico, noted, professors feel
uncomfortable delving into other cultures. Alina stated:

I was thinking that a lot of the times, the professors feel uncomfortable too

when they have...when they are speaking about something and they’re trying

to...and they have a student who knows the language and culture or the
subject. In one of my classes we were studying Freda Kahlo and I noted
that every time the professor would pronounce a word in Spanish, she would
look at me. It’s not that it made me uncomfortable but I guess it makes him
or in this case, the professor, very uncomfortable.

Cultural and linguistic barriers. Besides a sense of being uncomfortable
either because of tokenism or a feeling of cultural separation from others in the
classroom, some students also felt that their perceived lack of the English language
competency and understanding of American culture, impacted their level of comfort
in the classroom. Both Bill and Tara identified with Vinh—who wanted to remain
silent—primarily because they didn’t feel their English was proficient enough. Bill
stated, “I don’t like to talk because of my English.” Tara’s silence in class would be
caused by both cultural and linguistic factors.

Tara: Ithink I would be like Vinh. I’d rather not be asked. I don’t

know...you know culturally...I left when I was a senior in high school so we

were really passive. In a class session, we’re not very interactive with the

teacher. Unless they ask, we don’t really discuss with each other. So, I’ll

just be that way....I think the language too, you know, like I'm not as

confident as an American student to speak out maybe or in expressing my
ideas, you know, effectively.
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Another cultural aspect which surfaced in the students identifying with Vinh was the
recognition of the professor as the authority. Alice, an immigrant from China, stated
that she would not want to be asked because the professor is the expert on the
knowledge being taught, not them. Alice stated that “I would want to hear what he
would talk about because he’s really studying it and he’s got a degree on it so
his...knowledge is at a level better than me. That’s why I’m sitting in the classroom
and he’s talking. So, it’s better if you listen.”

Even though most students identified with Vinh, two students, Harriet from
Korea and Karen from Kenya, clearly sided with Tran. They felt it is their obligation
to present their immigrant perspective so that the professor and class don’t remain
unaware. In response to the first scenario used in focus groups (Appendix C),
Harriet stated that “I probably wouldn’t have been like outraged...but I probably
would have raised my hand and maybe if they weren’t clear about some points then I
would help clarify.... [because I'm] helping other people see that from other
people’s perspective.” Similarly, Karen from Kenya felt that “it’s also good for
some people to see from your direction. Sometimes I say things in classes. I speak
about Kenya even though we are a third world country. I am very proud and I don’t
care what people say.”

In summary, it would appear that mosf immigrant students don’t want the
professor to solicit their ideas in class because they feel insecure or unsure of
themselves in relation to the rest of the class. This insecurity stems from the fact that

a) they don’t want to offend the professor or class, b) they don’t want to act as
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cultural tokens for their immigrant group, c) they feel unsure about their English

proficiency, and d) they have differing cultural perspectives and understandings.
Thus, while an initial conclusion from these focus groups might be that immigrant
students prefer not to interact with the professor in class and instead prefer to remain
silent, this conclusion may be misleading for the reasons noted below.

After analyzing the data which emerged ffom the individual interviews, it
appears that the immigrant students interpreted the classroom environment of
Scenario I—wherein one student was frustrated because the professor “seemed” to
ignore him even when he had relevant cultural/historical information to contribute
while one student was glad he was not called on—as a hostile one. Most pictured the
class as a large impersonal lecture class and the professor as uncaring. Thus, in a
classroom of perceived hostility, immigrant students would prefer to be anonymous.
However, from the interviews, it appears that immigrant students really want a more
interactive relationship with their professor, Eric, from Bosnia, summed up this
sentiment about Scenario I. “But on the other side, I would be somewhat...I would
be more frustrated than happy...since if you already know something and you have
more insight about it and yet the professor is just ignoring you...that would be qgite
frustrating. It would be nice to share what you know and your experience also.”
Individual Interview Findings on Professor/Student Relationship |

Positive classroom influences. During the individual interviews, when asked
to describe whether their overall classroom college experiences had been more

positive or negative, eight clearly stated that it had been positive, three were
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ambivalent about their experience and one student’s college classroom experience

had been mostly negative. It appears from the information gained in the interviews,
that professors play a critical role in establishing a comfortable and positive learning
experience. When asked generally whether their college classroom experience had'
been overall more positive or negative, five students indicated that their professors
had contributed to their overall positive classroom experience. The reasons given for
their overall positive experience was that the professors were helpful, available and
nonjudgmental. They gave clear assignments and used a variety of teaching styles as
well and respected and understood diversity. Mary from Guatemala stated that she
has enjoyed her professors because they “have been educated to think outside the
box so it’s easier for me....” Sarah from Sir Lankal echoed this by emphasizing that
the professors weren’t judgmental but rather someone who was “willing to accept
you and...your level...and then try to help [you], starting from [your] level.”

These comments as well as the importance of the professor in creating a
positive classroom experience were fleshed out much more on the second individual
interview question which asked them to discuss a specific positive classroom
experience and what made it positive. Every student, without exception, mentioned
the professor in describing their specific positive classroom experience. In fact, for
three it was the number one reason, for four it was the number-two reason and for
three it was the number three reason. Karen, from Kenya, emphasized the
importance of the professor in the following quote.

For me, if | have a good professor, my chances of succeeding are high. So it
starts with the professor because that’s the person who I’'m feeding
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information from...rather than the book. I’ve noticed that no matter how

much I read the book, [if] there’s no professor, or the professor does not do a

good job, I cannot...my chances of passing are not that high.

Mary, from Guatemala, supported Karen’s sentiment on the important role the
professor plays by stating that “they (professors) have a big role in presenting the
classroom. They’re the ones that guide you.”

When asked about what it was about these professors that made the
classroom experience positive, there were a variety of answers given. Listed below
and explained in the pages that follow are the speciﬁc professorial actions (in order
of frequency) that made thejr learning experience positive. It is important to note
that often students gave multiple reasons for why their professor had contributed to

their positive experience and therefore, far more than just one reason per student

participant is identified.
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Table 4

Reasons Given for Positive Professor/Student Relationship

Explanation No. of
Responses
12/12
responded
The professor established a personal connection between him/herself and the 7

students within the classroom that established a positive relationship.

The professor was available outside of class. 7
The professor explained the material clearly and gave clear, reasonable 5
assignments.

The professor seemed to enjoy teaching and was motivated to improve his/her 4

teaching and students’ learning.

The professor had high academic expectations for his/her students. ' 4

The professor set clear ground rules for mutual respect in the classroom. 3

Personal connection within the classroom. A significant aspect which seven
students highlighted was the fact that their professors created a personal, comfortable
atmosphere in the class. The distance between teacher and student was lessened
through a number of ways. This could be as simple as using their own personal
lives in their teaching. Karen of Kenya stated that “Professors that have had an
impact on me are those that use some of their personal experiences and analogies in
teaching. It makes me connect with him or her a little bit better....” For Alina, from
Mexico, it was as simple as the professor making sure that all students were included
in class activities. Alina stated that “she (the professor) would ask a question and

then if she noticed you had not spoken throughout the whole class then she would
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ask you to read or to answer the questions. It was like you were not afraid to answer

even if it was wrong....” While using personal experiences and intentionally
including students within the class learning involve little personal risk for the
professor, for Mary, from Guatemala, the professor wént beyond this and became
open and vulnerable with her students. Mary stated that her professor began the class
by sharing personal things about herself that related to the topic that they would be
studying. Mary mentioned that “she was like, ‘I’m really open and you can be open,
too.””

Another way that professors personally connected with their students was
displaying empathy and understanding towards them in what some would consider
insignificant ways. Alice, of China, reiterated a time in her class when a student spilt
her juice in class. “She (the student) kept saying sorry to her and she said, “No you
don’t have say sorry, things happen.” She like said, ‘Stop saying sorry. it’s okay.’ It
was really, really impressive.” Similarly, both Tara and Yali noted that their

‘professors empathized with the academic pressures they encountered. Yali stated
that “he understood that most of us were freshmen and we weren’t used to getting up
that early.” Tara mentioned that the way her professor talked was “very comforting
and she...It’s just like she was trying to tell the freshman not to worry much. You
know. We’ll take it easy on you. We won’t grade that hard. This is how it’s going
to work....”

It is clear from most of these students’ examples that the professor through

his or her willingness to share about him/herself and/or exercise understanding
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towards students created a dynamic in the class where students felt a personal

connection with their professor. This was also Candy’s experience. She stated that
she felt comfortable in the class because “you know them like friends and you feel
comfortable to talk to your friends....” For Harriet, from Korea, it was not only a
connection beyond the typical teacher/student one but also one of feeling appreciated
and recognized by the teacher. Her teacher had actually visited her parents’ store
and recognized Harriet from that context as well. In addition, Harriet stated that “I
felt like I was appreciated in that class because, like, I would do good on the quizzes
and so my TA would notice that. So, I felt like I was appreciated and that, you
know, I kind of stood out.”

Professor availability. Besides this personal connection, mosf students also
felt strongly that professor availability outside of class was critical to a positive
classroom experience. This availability ranged from being accessible after class, by
e-mail or through office hours to conducting extra study sessions on the weekend or
evenings for students. Betty, from China, related how the professor’s extra time
outside of class helped her succeed. “...when I went and talked to her, she
actually...we went through my problem and she helped me go through that problem
and pointed me to a direction that was positive. And, I ended up doing a good job on
the paper or assignment....I was actually talking to her for more than an hour, talking
about things.” Alina echoed Betty’s sentiments.

The professor was really available. She was really...if we e-mailed her, she

would e-mail you back. And before every time we had an exam...she would
have an extra class....And, it wasn’t really like a class, but she would cover
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what was on the exam and if you had any questions right then, you were
answered. So, I think that was very helpful.

Clear explanations and assignments. Besides the personal connection
professors created through class and outside contact with students, five students also
felt that the professor’s ability to explain material clearly and assign clear achievable
assignments/expectations contributed to their positive experience. Eric, from
Bosnia, explained how his Anatomy professor made the material accessible through
clearly prioritizing the information.

Well, anatomy itself has a lot of content...then the lectures, there was a lot

of...content so he made it positive by emphasizing what we needed to know

as opposed to what [was secondary]. For example, [he clarified] what kind of
things were going to be a major part of the exam as opposed to what kinds of
things were only going to have a few questions.

Sarah, from Sri Lanka, reinforced Eric’s sentiment that the professor clearly

3

organized the material in order of importance. “...The way that the teacher was
talking it was like you know that these are the things that you had to learn and this is
what it is....Like here’s the topic and these are the things you had to know....”

Tara, from Vietnam, also stated that the teacher’s constant use of examples helped
make the material clear as well. Karen from Kenya clarified further how the

professor does this for her.

Karen: [the professor] has to make it [the material] understandable. He has
to simplify it in such a way that I can understand it.

Researcher: What does that look like? Can you give me an example of what
would...does that mean he puts nice charts on the board that show the
relationships of ideas or is it because he asks questions in class? [ mean,
what is it?
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Karen: Okay. It’s highly interactive, you know, having [to] give well

detailed notes and also, you know, encouraging students to work in small
~ groups ‘cause [ do very well with that....engaging us in questionnaires: what
do you think about this? You know, making sure that some, at least some
people say something in class. Ilike to get my ideas out there, but if he can’t
initiate that, for me to want to say something [then] I cannot learn well.
This need for clarity in the presentation of material also translated to the assignments
as well. Yali, from Cambodia, stated that her professor took the time in class to help
the students tackle their assignments. She elaborated that, “he gave us a lot of time
both in class and in mentor session to go over our work....” For her, this really
helped her understand the material.

High academic expectations. Four students also felt that the professor’s high
academic expectations for them also contributed to their positive experience. Sarah,
from Sri Lanka, stated that her class was so difficult that the students were compelled
to form study groups which made the experience extremely positive. She further
amplified that “...even though the teacher didn’t ask us to work in groups, what he
wanted was us to work in groups because he made the methods so tough.” Eric,
from Bosnia, clarified how academic rigor makes a class worthwhile. “It’s a hard
class and you have to put a lot of hard work into it, but in the end you do go to class
looking forward to it because you know you’re going to learn something really
interesting.” Betty, from China, further explained how a class with academic rigor
made learning meaningful. She stated that

...I wasn’t actually looking forward to the class in the fall term because it

was so hard because of what she expected. But, as I worked harder and

harder, I actually really liked the class and I feel that the class had
meaning....
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Concerned with improving teaching and learning. Besides academic rigor,

the same number of students felt that having a professor who clearly enjoyed
teaching and was committed to improving their teaching and students’ learning
contribute to a positive classroom experience. Both Tara and Eric stated that seeing
that their professors were excited about the material they were teaching helped them
be excited about it as well. Alice, from China, stated that her professor regularly
checked with students about how they were doing. For example,

she was always concerned whether you’re‘doing well on the

assignments....She asks who started and who hasn’t started the

homework....she started asking quite often at the beginning, but at the end

she didn’t ask that much because when you have problems, students get to

have a chance to e-mail her.
Candy, from Vietnam, noted that her professor was not only concerned about her
students’ development but her own as well. She states that “she let us, like, let her
grow” through regularly soliciting suggestions from students through e-mail on how
to improve the class. Tara, from Vietnam, reiterated Candy’s sentiment that her
professor’s effort to improve herself contributed to her positive classroom
experience.

Established mutual respect. Three students also noted that their positive
classroom experience had occurred because the professor clearly demonstrated
respect for the students’ experiences and in two students’ cases clearly set out
guidelines of respect amongst the students themselves as well as the professor. This

produced an atmosphere of openness towards diverse viewpoints. Eric, of Bosnia,

stated that his anatomy professor welcomed students to share their outside personal
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~ experiences that related to the material at hand. For Mary and Alice, the professor

deliberately set up class expectations around respect. Alice related the specific
actions her professor took.
She started the class with just a simple speech. It’s like introducing herself to
the class. And....she asks people to write down what they are sensitive
about. What other people can tell when they look at you. And that surprises
me because everyone puts what they, the most sensitive things on it. And she
wrote it out and nobody knows who wrote things and stuff. She just wrote it
out so people might be sensitive about the topics and gives us background,
like we try to avoid talking about things and be negative about it. So that
made the whole class very positive in a way.
Mary, from Guatemala, had a similar experience where “there was no limit as long
as you weren’t like intentionally hurting somebody....I don’t know, it just seemed
like all of us had our own views but still knew about others and we kind of respected
that.”
Negative Classroom Influences
As with the positive experience, when asked to describe a specific negative
classroom experience, it seemed that the professor’s contribution was equally
significant with 11 out of the 12 students specifically mentioning a negative
experience with a professor. Five students give the professor as the main reason that
they had a negative experience. Once again, note that even though eleven out of
twelve students responded that professors had contributed negatively to their
learning, those eleven students often gave multiple reasons. The specific reasons

given as to how the professor contributed to this negative experience are listed on the

following page and will be explained in the pages that follow.



Table 5

Reasons Given for Negative Professor/Student Relationship

expectations.

Explanation No. of
Responses
11/12
responded
The professor’s explanation of material and assignments was unclear and grading 6
expectations were vague and inconsistent.
Cultural and/or linguistic barriers existed between the professor and student. 5
The professor intimidated the students so that they felt insignificant and/or 4
stupid.
The professor was unavailable or unwilling to help students outside of class. 4
The professor covered too much content too quickly and had unreasonable work 3

Unclear explanations and expectations. For half of the students, the

professors’ lack of clarity significantly contributed to their negative classroom

56

experience. This lack of clarity first connected to the professor’s explanation of the

material. For many of the students this meant that while the professor presented the

material, he/she did not organize it in such a way that made it coherent for the

students. Karen summed this up.

She knew the material but there’s one thing I’ve to come to realize that to be
a teacher you really have to know how to get the material across. That’s part

of understanding that, no matter how hard it is you have to break it down in

steps to make sure that it is understood. And that’s why I did not connect

with her.

Several other students reiterated a similar idea that the professor presented the

material more globally instead of breaking the material down into discrete digestible

chunks and because of this the students were not able to comprehend the material.
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Harriet, in relating her negative experience stated that “it was just her way of

teaching, and it just didn’t fit what the students wanted because she kind of said
things in like a round about way.” Betty further expounded that part of making the
material understandable was to apply it in class. She commented that “I don’t think
that he goes over the material very well. We don’t do any problems in the class. He
expects you to just do it by yourself and look at the answer book.’5 Yali also stressed
that the professor’s organization of the material within the allotted class time was
critical to her understanding. She stated that “his lectures weren’t very cohesive. So,
it would take forever for him to present his lectures. I mean I don’t think he ever
finished any of his lectures.”

When students asked questions to try to gain clarity, it didn’t help either
because the professor didn’t or couldn’t answer the question. An exchange with
Karen from Kenya illustrated this.

Karen: ““...she would explain but I would get lost and if I back tracked and

asked her how did you get here, the way she would answer your questions

were not the way you expected her to answer.

Researcher: So her initial lectures were confusing?

Karen: Yeah.

Researcher: And when you’d ask for clarification, did you feel like your
questions were not really answered?

Karen: They weren’t answered the way....She didn’t give me back what I
was looking for. And I know it came down to that teaching technique.

Because of the professor’s seeming inability to answer his questions, Eric lost

confidence in the professor. He stated that “She is bad at explaining things and then
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if you asked her questions, she wouldn’t really answer them. She would kind of start

to answer them and then she wouldr confuse herself....because she would stop and
then she would like try to think about it and she would say, ‘Oh, no it’s not that,” and
she like, erases something off the board.”

The professor’s inability to convey the material clearly also manifested in
unclear assignments and expectations. Harriet from Korea stated that

When [her professor] talked about something, we wouldn’t really understand

what she was talking about. When she assigned us homework, you know,

like assignments, we would all be confused about what exactly she wanted,
like in a paper, what do you want us to write. You know, how many
annotated bibliographies do you want us to write? We were kind of
confused. She wasn’t really clear about the due date for this.

Not only were professors unclear on the assignment expectations but there
was also a disjuncture between what was taught in class and what was assigned or
tested. Betty, from China, stated “he just lectured on what the chapter was about, but
I think it was not in a very specific way. But in his tests, he looks for specific stuff
and if you don’t actually have the wording right, he takes off points.” Candy, from
Vietnam, felt that the assignments her in class weren’t clear but also were not
weighted fairly. She reiterated a time when she did an extra credit assignment which
was worth only 1 credit which she did not do well on because she didn’t have
enough opinions in the piece—something she wasn’t clear on from the initial
assignment. Her closing comment poignantly summed up her frustration. “It’s only

1 credit but why did she make it so hard?” Besides not weighting the work fairly,

Candy also found that the professor’s grading was inconsistent. She stated that
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she didn’t clarify what to expect on points. Sometimes she gives 5 and
sometimes she gives 10 and I don’t know why. You know when I brought
back my exam and asked her, then she saw something and then that changed

my grade up. IfI didn’t recognize my points, then I would have failed.

Cultural and linguistic barriers. For tive students, culture and language

posed problems for them in their relationship with their professors. For three

students, this problem resided in the professor having a heavy foreign accent that

they couldn’t understand. For Eric, he had difficulty understanding his professor’s

explanations but her “pretty heavy accent” contributed to that lack of clarity. Alice,

from China, echoed this. “She’s a foreign teacher and her accent confused me....”

Karen already struggling with the professor in her class, tried to turn to her TA for

help.

Karen: And another problem I had was the TA. He knew the material but
he’s from another country and his way of explaining things wasn’t helpful.

Researcher: So was there a kind of a cultural barrier? (The researcher felt it
was necessary to clarify this.)

Karen: Yeah, a cultural barrier...he didn’t have the words to [say] ‘Okay this’
is what you do’.....So he wasn’t that much help to me.

For the above students, the professors’ foreign accent seemed to be the most

problematic. For Bill, from China, it was the professor’s insensitivity towards or

ignorance of the language needs of his ESL students. The followiﬁg interview

excerpt illustrated this.

Researcher: Was there anything about his teaching that made you dislike the
class?

Bill: He talked too fast....and used too many big words.....The classroom is
300 students...huge...and he just...he kind of ignored the people from the
other countries. He just focused on the students who know English pretty
well.
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Researcher: Oh...can you give me an example of when you realized that?

When did you realize that he was ignoring students who didn’t have English
as their first language? How did you know that?
Bill: By his way...by his way to talk....When he’s giving a lecture, he just
always used those big words and [I] don’t know what they mean. 1 think if
he is trying to teach, why doesn’t he just break down those big words in a
simple way? Does using those big words make him feel better?

While the difficulties that Bill had could be attributed to simple ignorance on the part

of the professor as to the needs of ESL learners, Mary’s experience shows a

complete disregard for the cultural sensitivities of her students. Mary related that
My friend took her same class and there was a story where they used the
word “nigger” ...in the story....now I can how that’s ...not ...verbally calling
somebody that, so I can see why that’s literature.... But in the class
discussions if there’s an African American next to you and you’re saying
“nigger” all the time....I can understand how that can hurt. And she (my
friend) raises her hand and she’s just like, “Can we not use the word ‘nigger’
you know, like out loud. I understand how it’s in the book but can we change
it?” And she (the professor) was like, “No, that’s what it is. That’s how

literature is.” And she refused to change it for her knowing that it really,
really hurt her.

While the students were bothered by their professors® accents because it interfered
with their learning, those students who seemed most frustrated or offended were
those who felt that their language needs or cultural identities were not being
respected.

Intimidation and lack of respect. Another aspect of disrespect which
contributed to four students’ negative classroom experience was the attitude the
professor displayed towards the students in terms of their intellectual abilities. Some
students felt that their ideas were not respected. Mary, frdm Guatemala, related her

experience in this area:
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Mary: ...In the beginning it seemed like we were going to take short stories

and interpret them, how we saw them, and that was going to be the lesson.

Like, read these stories and interpret them how you see them. But every time

we go have a class discussion, there’s always one way she’ll, that she sees it

and she’ll make the comments. She makes you feel stupid.

Researcher: Like what kind of things will she say?

Mary: She’ll be like, what does this line mean and you’ll say, “Oh, this is

what it means.” And she’ll be like, “Not that’s not what it means.” And it’s

like, that’s how I interpreted it.
While Mary’s ideas weren’t respected in the classroom, Yali was made to feel stupid
because she didn’t know what the professor thought she should. When she went to
see her art history professor about a paper that she wanted to improve, she felt both
intellectually inadequate as well as dismissed. She shared that “he made me feel like
I should have known.”

Karen similarly experienced the feeling that she was “stupid”. She explains
that “you would ask a question and she (the professor) would either respond “That’s
a silly question.” ‘You can look that up in the book.” ‘That’s too simple.” ‘You
ought to know that by now’ and she would also get mad.” Harriet, from Korea, felt
actual fear towards her teacher because of his inflexibility and unpredictability. She
shared that

He was...controlling.... He was this big guy and so, kind of demanding...,

and maybe, not even fair, kind of?....It’s not he wasn’t fair. He kind of acted

in a way that, since he was the mentor, he was always right and what he said
is correct....We were so intimidated. All of us were kind of intimidated, kind
of even frightened....It was so weird. Some days he would be nice to us and
the next day he would be like so pissed off.

Karen was equally intimidated because “you know, it kind of makes you fear her [the

professor] because you don’t want to be put out there in front of everyone and be
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told your question is stupid and such.” Once again, the degree of alienation the

students experienced in the class varied by degree, from frustration to actual fear,
depending on the level of perceived intimidation.

Professor’s unavailability or unwillingness to help. Another aspect which
four of the students found problematic was the professor’s lack of availability both in
attitude and time. For most students who experienced this, this lack of availability
was an attitude that professors projected in class. Alina, from Mexico, never
approached her professors because “when a professor is available, she encourages
you to see her after class, to e-mail you questions. And these professors just kind of
focused on the subject and never really asked if you had any questions....” Candy,
from Vietnam, also sensed this unwillingness to talk about aﬁ assignment so she
didn’t even approach her professor. Bill, on the other hand, did e-mail his professor
when he was having difficulties with the way the class was being taught.

Bill: The students...would never ask a question because [they] don’t know

the subject. I don’t know what he is talking about so I can’t ask a question.

Does he know we are there or not? I try to e-mail him and talk about it.

Researcher: Did he respond?

Bill: He kind of responded but the way he was giving the lecture stayed the

same.

Researcher: So he didn’t listen to your e-mail because he didn’t change his
behavior?

Bill: I guess.
Yali also tried to talk to her professor about a paper she had written. She shared that

“...I wanted to ask him about ‘oh what is this that you wrote because I couldn’t read
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it.” I gota B onit. ‘Oh,” he said, ‘that’s a good enough grade.” So I felt like he didn’t

want to take the time to actually go over th¢ paper. So, I was kind of bothered by
that.”

Overwhelming content and work expectations. The final area that contributed
to students’ negative classroom experience was the unrealistic classroom
expectations of the professor. These expectations surfaced in the amount of content
the professor presented, the fast pace at which she/he presented, and unrealistic grade
expectations. Bill commented that “the subject was Biology I and when he tried to
teach, you have to memorize all different kinds of names of plants and special types
of animals....[I] cannot memorize it. Too much to memorize...whole
sections....almost the whole book....It’s just too much for me.” Alina, from Mexico,
felt that her professors moved through the material too fast for her to grasp it. She
stated that “it seems to me that it was going really fast and I had no previous
knowledge of that so it was kind of hard to stay on the same page.” Betty from
China, felt that her professor expected too much. “I think he grades too hard. Like,
even if you have a general idea of what the answer is he doesn’t give you that many
points....he wants something really specific.”

Student/Student Interaction

As will be discussed next, in addition to the professor/student relationship,
student/student relationships also play a role in an immigrant student’s positive or
negative classroom experience. However, it would seem that the role that other

students played was perhaps not as significant as the role of their professors simply
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because the frequency with which fellow students were discussed was less. In

addition, the participants in the study seemed to be more ambivalent about their
attitudes toward fellow students as to whether they were a positive or negative force
in the classroom. This will be discussed in the following section.
Focus Group Findings on Student/Student Relationship
Part of this ambivalence towards fellow students surfaced in the focus groups
in connection to Scenario Two, a scenario where fellow students created an openly
hostile situation for a Mexican student. For eleven out of the twelve students, their
initial reaction was that they would stay in the class regardless of the hostile attitude
the students were displaying towards them. The main reason iterated by six students
was that racism and prejudice was an everyday occurrence and trying to avoid it was
| pointless. Mary, from Guatemala, stated that “I would stay there...you know you’re
going to encounter this whether it’s in college or outside.” Betty, from China,
emphasized both the ubiquitous nature of racism and her strategy for countering it.
I would remain in the class. Because, you know, those things happen in any
kind of class. I mean, that situation never goes away and it always stays with
you because you’re an immigrant. You’re always different from the general
public. So if you drop one class and sign up for another class, the same thing
might happen again so why spend the time and go looking for another class
when you can just stay in there and focus on your studies instead of worrying
about the things around you. You know, getting your education is more
important than having friends that agree with you....
Rather than focus on the racism of fellow students, Betty chose to disregard the
social aspects of the class and focus on learning. Eric, from Bosnia, also placed his

priorities on learning in the classroom. “I would probably try to stick in the class

... cause I really don’t try to take other people’s opinions personally when I'm trying
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to learn.” For the lone student whose first response was that she would drop the

class, her decision was also motivated by the drive to learn. Yali, from Cambodia,
would drop the class because the atmosphere would interfere with her learning. She
stated that “I don’t have to deal with that kind of stuff. It distracts from actually
learning what I’'m supposed to learn and it wouldn’t be helpful.”

While most students seemed to ignore negative student behavior as a coping
mechanism, some, in addition, drew on their immigrant experience as a source of
strength to deal with the prejudice. This surfaced in a conversation with Karen from
Kenya.

Researcher: So how do you deal with that [prejudice] if you're in a class and

you feel like people aren’t including you and people aren’t listening to your

ideas? It’s not going to make you feel good. So how do you overcome that?

What allows you to ignore that and be able to stick with the class and do the

work?

Karen: My encouragement is when you think of where you come from and

it’s what keeps you going.... So what I do is I think of where I come from

and...if you understand where I come from you wouldn’t talk to me like that.

That just keeps you going and then you focus on where you are and where

you want to go and [it] just makes you pass right through that. You don’t

even focus on what people say. You focus on the assignments and go.

Another stated reason three of the students would remain in the class would
be to outperform these hostile students as a kind of vindication. Harriet from Korea
stated that “If I was...good at math then I think I would stay just to kind of...show
and prove them wrong and do really good in the class and have them...come to me.”
Candy related a real life experience where she did just that. Two students were more

defiant in their reasons for staying. Mary and Alvina would confront the students to

try and challenge prejudicial thinking. Alvina stated that “I think that I wouldn’t drop
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the class either way because...I would be benefiting the people who are saying that.”

Mary stated that “if that were to happen in the classroom, I would probably turn
around in the middle of class and say something.”

While eleven students clearly stated initially that they would remain in the
class, after further conversation these students admitted that they would drop the
class if their grade was in jeopardy. This could potentially manifest in a number of
ways: first, if they weren’t doing well on the assignments regardless of other
students, second, if the class required frequent interaction with these hostile students
in ordef to learn the material and, third, if the class grade was dependent on work
done with these students. Once again, learning rather than social dynamics seemed
to surface as a major motivation in their decisions. Finally, one student stated that
she would drop if she kneW there was an identical section where she had specific
friends, and another student stated that she might drop if it was an elective rather
than a required course. But, all in all, the students seemed to have developed an
ability to ignore or resist actions from fellow students that could potentially
negatively impact their classroom experience. Perhaps this is due, in part, to a focus
which is more on learning rather than developing social relationships.

- Individual Interview Findings on Student/Student Relationship

While the focus groups’ revealed the resiliency of these students in dealing
with hostile classroom environments created by fellow students, the individual
interviews fleshed out in more detail the positive and negative roles that fellow

students have played in these students’ classroom experiences. As with the
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- professor/student relationship, five immigrant students mentioned students as

contribuﬁng to their overall positive college classroom experience. In particular, it
was the diversity of the studént body they highlighted more than specific student
behavior. This diversity was identified primarily in terms of race/ethnicity and age.
Betty felt that when there was diversity in the students “there isn’t any resentment
towards students that are from...that are not American.” Tara stated that “people are
different, you know, in age and then they have very interesting questions and are

29

very practical.” Sérah, from Sri Lanka, liked that “people are more mature.” Mary
summed up the importance of both culture and age differences in creating a positive
classroom éxperience. The students are “more diverse in culture and age. I just get
tired of being in the same age group with the same, you know, the same mind set. I
like different views and when you get older you have changing views....it’s not
necessarily just a cultural view, but the age difference also.”

For those immigrant students who had negative or ambivalent overall
classroom experiences, two areas Were identified in terms of fellow students. Both
Mary and Alice mentioned that immature or inattentive students created a negative
atmosphére in the class. Alice stated that “.. .sométimes there are one or two people
just havihg their own conversation that sort of distracts others.” Mary struggled with
students who were “...shallow, only care about themselves and social life type

people. I was over that phase halfway through high school.” Harriet strongly felt

that her fellow students had contributed to an overall negative college experience
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initially.- She and her immigrant friends were belittled in a year-long course because

of their immigrant status and/or foreign accent. She stated that
...Ididn’t like the class to begin with ...and then I think most of it was the
people in the class ...they were like this group of girls on the other side and
they would just kind of laugh and kind of snicker at what like me and my
friends said, and then....[name omitted] was also in my Inquiry class and you
know how she has a thicker accent so when she said something they would
just kind of snicker.
Harriet was irritated with the lack of respect they showed. She stated that “because
this is such a diverse campus, you’re going to come across people from different
parts of the world and people that have just immigrated and you’re going to have to
learn to deal with that instead of just snickering and laughing at them.”

These overall impressions were fleshed out more in the students’ discussion
of their specific positi;/e and negative classroom experiences. What is interesting to
note, however, is fhat for four immigrant students their fellow students played no
role in their positive clagsroom experience and likewise, four students never
mentioned fellow students in their negative classroom experience. Thus, for a full
one third of the immigrant students, their clasémates seemed to have had a minimal
effect on their experience either positively or negatively. This differs significantly
from the impact professors had in the classroom experiences as every student
mentioned the professor as contributing to their positive classroom experience and
every student, except one, mentioned the professor as contributing to the negative
classroom experience. A reason for the greater importance of the professor in the

classroom might be explained by Tara, from Vietnam. When she was asked to

explain why the teacher was the main reason for her positive classroom experience,



she revealed that because of the isolation she has experienced with fellow students,

the role of teacher becomes even more important.

Tara: It’s not your country, you know. So, all the differences are like a
barrier for you.... It’s not a natural thing to approach these people and talk
and make friends and ask them the way....And probably...other students
don’t, you know, see it the way I do, but I guess because I isolated myself
more than a typical, you know, English speaker....So, I focus more on the

teacher.
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Researcher: So you think that’s what’s going on. There’s lot of other things
in the class, but you might have difficulty with those aspects so you focus on

the teacher?
Tara: Right.

Karen, from Kenya, reinforced that there is a tendency to ignore other

students by stating “I try not to focus much on the students because they are just

people who are there to get the grade....I try not to focus on them because if I do and

there’s nobody, you know, participating and I’'m waiting for somebody else to go

first and I want to say something, I’m not going to say it.” It is clear that Karen’s

motivation in the class is to learn and if other students’ behavior is not conducive to

this learning then they become irrelevant.

For those who mentioned fellow students as contributing to a positive

classroom experience, specific reasons were given. Again, even though only eight
students named students as positively contributing to their classroom experience,

they often gave more than one reason and so more than eight reasons are listed

below.
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Table 6

Reasons Given for Positive Student/Student Relationship

Explanation No. of Responses
8/12 responded

The students were respectful and appreciative of 5

each other.

The students were motivated to learn. 3

The students were agents for learning. 2

The students had common interests and 2
experiences.

Five students commented that students had contributed to their positive
classroom experience because they had made them feel included and valued in the
class. This manifested itself in several ways. First, both Mary and Yali noted that
the students in the classj valued diverse opinions and experiences. Yali commented
that “they weren’t too into themselves....they had different personalities and it mad¢
the class more interesting b-ecause. ..they were quiet but had their own input and they
weren’t biased. They were very open-minded. Talking was easy.” Mary also
enjoyed her class because the students represented such different viewpoints and
everyone was listened to. She stated that in group discussions “we did get into
debates but it was never like bitter...I’ll never talk to you again....I don’t know, it
just seemed like all of us had our own views but still knew about others aﬁd we kind
of respected that.” For Betty, this incluSion was more than just being open to
different ideas and experiences. It was that the students were interested in

developing friendships with her. Alvina felt a part of the class through the
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willingness of the students to work with her. She stated that “they were always

willing to work with you and that was nice.” Finally, for Harriet, her positive
attitude toward the class came through the acknowledgement by other students of her
academic excellence. She stated that “I felt like I was appreciated in that class
because, like, I would do good on the quizzes...and other people in the class
noticed...and so they would like, ‘Hey [Harriet], can you help me with this?’ So I
felt like I was appreciated and that, you know, that I kind of stood out. And so that
was a really good positive experience.”

Another way that fellow students contributed to the positive classroom
experience for three students in the study was in their motivation to learn. Eric
enjoyed his anatomy class in part because “most of the students were more into it as
~ opposed to biology....It seems like students are starting to focus more and they’re
starting to be more interested, and I think a lot of them have study groups set up, and
a lot of them ask questions during class which kind of helped if sometimes you
didn’t understand something.” Alvina also experienced this motivation to learn in
her class. She stated that “...they wanted to learn as much as I did.” But while
fellow students’ motivation was encouraging for both Eric and Alvina, it was central
to Sarah’s experience. In her electrical engineering class, the motivation of the
students to form study groups was the major factor in her positive classroom
experience.

Researcher: So you, as students, just formed your groups?

Sarah: Yes.
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Researcher: Wow. On your own?

Sarah: Yes. Onour own. It’s like a study group which is like sometimes the

day before the exam we are here around like 4 am studying for the same

exam....It was a great experience because one thing I did do was work in the

group [with] junior and senior level people and I'm just a sophomore. So, I

get to learn how they are doing.

Researcher: How they study?

Sarah: How they study and then sometimes, you know, when you are a

freshman or sophomore you get lazy...but they are always moving on the

moment and doing this and doing that so I was like the shadow going with
them and then seeing how things are doing.
Sarah’s experience not only shows the impact of motivated students but also how
students themselves can be wonderful learning agents. The power of fellow students
as vehicles for learning was also experienced by Tara. When relating her positive
experience, Tara commented on a group project in her business class where fellow
students contributed a valuable part to her learning in the class.

Finally, two students felt that their classroom experience had been positive
because they had much in common with their fellow classmates. As mentioned
earlier, while Eric found his anatomy class a positive experience because students
were motivated, much of this motivation stemmed from a common interest in the
subject. Betty found her classroom experience positive because students were at the
same life stage as her. She stated that in this positive classroom experience

many times I got to hang out with people my own age because in different

classes they were mostly older people who worked. So, their schedule was

tight and you don’t actually get to hang out with them other than in class.
And, sometimes the communications between me and older people aren’t

very good.
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In relating their negative classroom experiences, the same number of

students—eight—included their fellow students as contributing to that negative
experience but once again gave multiple reasons why. ‘Many of these reasons were
the reverse of the positive factors stated above. The specific reasons for their
negative contribution are stated below in order of frequency.

Table 7

Reasons Given for Negative Student/Student Relationship

Explanation No. of Responses
8/12 responded

The students had negative attitudes towards the 5
class.
The students didn’t appreciate or respect one 2
another. '
There was no personal connection with fellow 2
students.

The most frequent way that students contributed to a negative classroom
experience was through their attitudes. This most commonly manifested as
complaints amongst themselves. This surfaced in a conversation with Candy, from
Vietnam.

Researcher: Did the students add to the negative experience at all?

Candy: They were complaining.

Researcher: So do you think that they added to your negative feeling?

Candy: Yeah.
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Betty, from China, had a similar experience in her class. Her fellow students’ =

complaining about how hard the class was made her feel that it was too hard.
Sometimes this negativity surfaced in the attitude towards the professor. This
surfaced in Alice’s experience. Please note below that because Alice’s English
ability was weaker, the researcher had to often provide prompts or ask for
clarification.

Researcher: Was there anything about the students in the class that made you
not like it?

Alice: The students weren’t listening. They didn’t show any respect.

Researcher: Did that add to you having a negative experience because the
other students didn’t seem to respect her. Didn’t seem to be listening to her?

Alice: I think other people did say that “She’s hard to understand” and that
affects me too.

Researcher: Okay. Their attitudes?

Alice: Yeah

Researcher: They influenced you as well?

Alice: Yeah

Researcher: So you heard them complaining and stuff?

Alice: Yeah. SoIjust go forit.... “Yeah, the professor is hard to

understand.”
Yali further illustrated the negative impact of fellow students’ attitudes on other
students by stating that students “felt frustrated about what was being taught....And
so, I felt the same as they did.” For Eric, from Bosnia, this student negativity |

surfaced in a lack of motivation. He stated that “I think a lot of students in the class
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-didn’t care all that much....It seemed like a lot of them either taught themselves or

something else. There weren’t a whole lot of people in the class engaged.”

While more immigrant students commented on the attitudes of their fellow
students as influencing their negative experience, for most it seemed to be a
peripheral influence. However, for two students, the lack of appreciation and respect
of some students for their fellow sfudents was a defining aspect of the class. This
manifested itself in various kinds of intimidation. Harriet, from Korea, stated that
«...students didn’t appreciate other students and [their] ideas. It was like students
had to find some way to put down the other person’s ideas. You know? Their
attitude wasn’t positive. The atmosphere wasn’t positive.” While Harriet’s
intimidation from fellow students was overt, Alina’s was more subtle.

Researcher: ...You mentioned that there were a number of students who

seemed like they really knew the 19" century and you didn’t. Did that add to

you feeling kind of negative about the class?

Alina: Yeah. I think it does and that there’s always that intimidation like I

was afraid to ask a question....You get intimidated when you see that

everybody’s really up on something and you’re not.

Finally, an inability to personally connect with fellow students. in the class
also contributed to an overall negative experience. Candy, from Vietnam, had
wanted to get into a study group connected with her class but couldn’t find one that
worked with her schedule, She found this bothersome because “you don’t know the
people that sit next to you” and therefore it was difficult to feel connected to the

class. Sarah from Sri Lanka also didn’t like classes where she couldn’t personally

connect with the students. She stated “it’s like you don’t know anybody to get
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together and then study and stuff like that.” This contributed to her feeling

disconnected from the class.
Student/Pedagogy
Focus Group Findings on Student/Pedagogy

When examining the role of pedagogy in the immigrant students’ experience
both the findings from the focus groups and interviews reinforced each other. It was
clear that most of the students in the study preferred small, interactive classrooms
that promoted learning. This clearly surfaced in tﬁe third focus group scenario.
When asked whether they identified with Slavic (who preferred small groups) or
Katerina (who wanted lecture)}—the two hypothetical characters in the scenario—
eight of the twelve students clearly chose small groups. Three students were
ambivalent because they saw the value of both small groups and lecture and one
student clearly favored lecture.

When asked why they preferred small group discussions, seven students
stated that small groups allowed them to learn from more than just the professor.
This response challenges the prevailing notion that immigrant or “foreign” students
see professors as the most important source of knowledge. Betty from China stated
that “...the professor may not always be right so you could add more to it. You
might hear from other people because you can see their point of view. The professor
might see one thing but others might see from a different angle.” Candy, from
Vietnam, echoed this sentiment. “I like to listen to all professors and others—my

friends, too—because they have really good information too and maybe they offer
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some questions to that professor that he didn’t like mention and then they get new

ideas in the class from that general idea.” Bill, from China, offered a similar
response because he feels that “sometimes the professor is too stubborn for one
subject. They don’t hear other people’s opinions. So I would prefer a small group to
listen to all the opinions and form my own conclusion.”

Because small groups allow for more ideas than just the professor, some
students stressed the fact that they actually learn more. Harriet felt that she gained
more in a class she took because she was able to hear from her peers. She stated that
“I took Family Studies during the summer and that class was mostly small group
discussions and I learned a lot...probably more than I learned from the professor....”
Tara, from Vietnam, mentioned that small group discussions not only serve an
academic function but a cultural one as well, because they also help her learn cultural
expectations and behaviors. |

Besides the additional learning that small groups generate, four students
stated that small groups gave them a greater opportunity to participate and this
participation often leads to a better acquisition of the material. Harriet, from Korea,
stated that she felt more comfortable participating in small groups. She stated that
“when I’m in small groups, I actually feel more comfortable than talking out loud in
front of the class, just because it is just a few of us and so I think that I can express
myself more in a small group than in a large class.” Candy concurred that small
groups allowed students to “talk back and forth” with one another and this

interchange allowed for greater clarity with the material. Sarah, from Sri Lanka,
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-mentioned that-she used small group discussions to check her own understanding of

the material and get further clarification from her peers. She elaborated that “You
can get into the group and talk to them and know [you’re] not the only one who
doesn’t get the lecture. There are some people (students) that I can ask questions
from them and learn from them.” Besides the ability to check you comprehension,
Eric stated that small group discussions actually solidified his own learning. He
iterated that “...whatever you learned, you’re actually going to put it into words
which makes it stick in your head more...when you’re explaining it to somebody
else or when you’re putting it in your own ideas. So, it helps a lot to learn that way.”
Small group discussions seemed to not only help in learning the material
associated with the class but for three students they also provided a way for them to
improve their English. Tara, from Vietnam, stressed that this is the first reason why
she liked small groups. They gave her the opportunity to practice her English. Eric,
from Boénia, stressed that “for practicing English, it’ll [small group discussions] help
much more than if you’re isolated and just trying to do I on your own.” Sara, from
Sri Lanka, believed that small groups were easier for practicing one’s English
because you only have to focus on four or five people rather than a whole class.
While the majority of the students favored small group discussions over
lectures, upon further discussion the students raised certain conditions that needed to
exist for small groups to be successful. First, the small groups need to be
comfortable places to participate. For Alice, from China, this was one reason why

she preferred lecture over small groups. She related a current experience. “I’'m
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participating in an inquiry class that is definitely small groups everyday and the most

frustrating thing is when native people will just get in groups in one second and I
will just sit there waiting for somebody to pick me out, and that’s what happens
every time.” Not only do these students need to feél included in the formation of the
groups but, according to Alina, the groups themselves should not be confrontational.
In her experience in one class, the small group discussions were “more of a debate
than actually learning what you are thinking; so I just sat there and was quiet the
whole time.” Bill attributed his silence in groups to his comfort level as well. He
stressed that “If I know the other people well then I would talk a lot. If [ don’t know
thém too well, then I would be quiet sitting there.” Besides the potential of feeling
isolated in groups, Karen added that interpersonal dynamics in groups can be
problematic because of cultural barriers. She stated that

I like to work well by myself and...small groups are a challenge for me....I

just feel comfortable just doing it on my own because [it requires] a lot of

resiliency when you’re working with people. First of all, you feel you are
from somewhere else and that is a barrier.

Another condition for small bgroups to be successful seémed to be the content
being addressed. Most students agreed that the content needed to be open-ended as
well as draw from students’ own experiences. In other words, the small group
discussions should not require specialized knowledge. Thus, according to the
students, certain subjects such as math and the hard sciences are not necessarily best
served by sinall group discussions. Alice noted that in her class on 19" Century that

the small groups didn’t work because “students just won’t get it because it’s like so

deep into that subject.” Betty stated that “especially in math classes, I would like to
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- hear from the professor over cther people because maybe there is a definite way to

solve the problem or question.”

Another danger of small groups the students in the focus group noted is small
discussion groups can often lose focus and get off track. Alina, from Mexico, noted
that

a lot of times the discussion groups are very successful and you learn a lot but

[sometimes] they go off on side conversations and I think that’s a waste of

time, whereas if the professor is up in front talking to you, even if it has not

much meaning you’re learning [instead] of side conversations.
Eric had also experienced this and states below that the effectiveness of the small
group discussions really depended on how they are organized.

It also really depends on how the professor runs the small groups. For

example, if he gives you fifteen minutes to talk about two questions that are

going to go by really quick and the rest of the time is just wasted, then there
isn’t much point because they [the students] are going to go off on tangents
pretty quick...[but] if you have a lot of questions and even less time is.
required then you are going to stay on task and....[try] to get as much done as
possible.

Individual Interview Findings on Student/Pedagogy Dynamic

The students’ preference for small interactive classrooms also surfaced in the
individual interviews. When discussing their overall classroom experience, four
students mentioned pedagogy as contributing to their positive experience. No one
mentioned pedagogy as a negative force in their classroom experience. This
compares with five students in both student/professor and student/student areas that
felt these positively contributed to their overall experience. The two main reasons

given for how pedagogy had contributed to their overall positive experience was a)

small interactive classrooms and b) a variety of teaching tools. Both Candy and Eric
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- specifically mentioned the small class size as contributing to their overall positive

experience. Tara stated that the interactive teaching style as well as a variety of
teaching aids acted as a positive force. And finally, Sarah mentioned the wide
variety of learning resources used, such as tutoring and online videos, as contributing
to her positive experience. These responses were further fleshed out in the specific
positive classroofn experience as well. Listed below are the ways that pedagogy
influenced these students’ positive classroom experiences. Again please note that
although eight students responded they often identified more than one positive way
that pedagogy had contributed.

Table 8

Reasons Given for Effective Classroom Pedagogy

Explanation No. of Responses
8/12 responded
The class used a variety of teaching/learning aides. 7
The class had activities which encouraged student 5
involvement.
The class size was small ranging from 30-50 students. 4
The class had various and frequent assignments. 3

The most frequent pedagogical reason given for a positive classroom
experience was that a variety of teaching and/or learning aids were used. This
manifested itself within the classroom and without. In Harriet’s experience it was
the tactile learning that her anatomy lab offered that contributed to the positive

experience. She stated that “I liked looking at the bones....” Yali’s class would often
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break into small groups for pecr review. She stated that “we’d go over the paper that

we were supposed to ...and answer questions and share our ideas.” Her class also
regularly took “field trips to the coast and to the gorge and learned the history of
Native Americans that were living there.” Karen mentioned that small activities like
eng_aging in questionnaires made her experience positive.

Other types of pedagogical aids were technological in nature. Tara loved her
business class because the professor regularly used movie clips to illustrate idea§ in
the class and frequently used Power Point presentations. Mary, from Guatemala,
agreed. She stated that “I really liked watching movies and videos and she did a lot
of that....I’m a visual leafner so I like to see things happen as well.” For Sarah, it
was the online streaming videos of the lectures which really proved helpful. She
stated “...that class...provided streaming media online. We get to listen to the
lectures over and over again which is a really good thing because the teacher would
mention a small thing and then we had to research about it....” Later on she
reiterated that the “streaming video was so important because without the streaming
- video...we would have never survived.” For Eric, from Bosnia, aids to
understanding the lecture were also important. In his class, the professor made
lecture notes that he handed out ahead of time. In addition, Eric stated that the class
had a web site with‘ “a lot of different places we could go for interactive models that
showed how it worked.”

The second closely related pedagogical reason given for a positive classroom

experience and one that surfaced in the focus groups as well was that the class was
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highly interactive. Alina believed that her classroom experience was positive because

“you had to participate in class...it wasn’t all lecture. .It involved a lot of students
participating.” Candy stated more specifically that the participation in role plays in
the class really helped her understand the different perspectives of people involved in
the issue. In addition, the class regularly had small group discussions and because of
regular seat changes, students were constantly working with new individuals. Alice
also found that “activities in small groups....makes people involved” in her class.
Mary stated that in her class “we were put in group discussions a lot and my group
was always with very different people and I enjoyed that a lot.” Karen also enjoyed
classes that are “highly interactive...encouraging students to work in small groups
‘cause I do very well with that.”

In order to have interactive classrooms, the consensus among four students
was that they needed to be small in size, ranging from 30-50 students. Betty stated
that the class she enjoyed “was a lot smaller...and there were a lot more interactions
in the classroom. It wasn’t just like the professor lecturing.” Candy stated
specifically that her class of 25-30 people made it positive because she felt
comfortable both with her fellow students and her professor. Mary concurred that
her class of 40 people made it easier for her to participate. Perhaps Karen stated the
importance of small class size most poignantly.

Researcher: And does the size of the class matter or not?

Karen: It does, to a certain extent it does. Classes over 50 people are too big

for me....The largest class I have right now is about forty people; so that’s
not bad. We still interact in groups and it’s pretty effective.
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Researcher: But over 50 doesn’t work?

Karen: Over 50, yeah, that’s like going to a movie. That’s too much ‘cause I

don’t participate, you know, about 50. The teacher stays way over there and

I’m way over here....It seems like a movie theater to me. [It] doesn’t do

anything.

The final design aspect of the class that contributed to the students’ positive
experiénce was connected to both the types of assignmeﬁts and the frequency of
those assignments. This sentiment surfaced more strongly in their negative classroom
expeﬁence but was also present in the positive one as well. Alice appreciated that
her brofessor reduced the stress in the class by having take home quizzes “because
she’s aware that some people are good at remembering and some people aren’t. And
I'm those kind that aren’t and that makes the class successful.” Besides the types of
assignments, the frequency was also important. Tara stated that her professor kept
the students accountable for doing the reading by posing a question at the beginning
of each class from the reading. Karen concurred that regular assignments helped her
learn the material better. She stated that “the best way for me, the best form of
assignments or quizzes...is having at least an assignment a week.”

The students’ ne gative classroom experiences were often the mirror reverse
of their positive experiences in terms of classroom pedagogy. The major

pedagogical reasons for their negative classroom experiences for eight students are

delineated below.
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Table 9 '

Reasons Given for Ineffective Classroom Pedagogy

Explanation ' No. of Responses
8/12 responded
The class provided little opportunity for interaction and 7
application.
The class had limited graded assignments that only relied on 5
one academic skill.

Once again the students’ desire for a highly interactive class surfaced in their
negative classroom experiences. For some students, this clearly connected to the fact
that the class was in a lecture format. Alina comments that she had difficulty
critically thinking about the material in her class because it “was just 100% lecture;
there was no involvement, nothing. You just went in there and it wés taught by two
professors....And although I tried to pay attention, it was kind of hard because I had
heard about it and I had seen art, but nothing really, really stuck with me.” Betty
also agreed that the lecture format did not help her learn. She states that “[h]e
lectures just about the topics and he...just goes through it without really explaining
it.” Eric also felt that his experience would have been better if lecture hadn’t been
the only means of instruction. He commented that his.class “was strictly lecture. [
guess it woﬁld have helped out if there could have been some interactions to see, for
example, if you’re sitting in a group and just compéring your answers and you have
it wrong so they could tell you what you did wrong.” But even though most of the

other students’ negative classroom experiences were in the lecture format, when
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asked if it was the lecture style that was problematic, many stated “No.” Rather it

. was that the lecture format stopped them from being able to interact and learn in the
classroom. Sarah stated that “it’s like you don’t know anybody to get together and
then study and stuff like that.” Candy supported this idea because in her class, she
was not able to connect with fellow students and form study groups. Alice, from
China, clearly made the distinction that the lecture format itself was not thé problem
in her experience as elaborated below.

~ Researcher: Anything else about that class that didn’t work? Was it the
lectures—you said that she lectured all the time—was that a problem?

Alice: 1think that’s not a problem because I take other classes which are
lecture all the time and I have no problem with that. The material being so
difficult, I think it should be just lecture but they have to be clear on the
material. ' '

Another contributing factor to these students’ negative classroom experience
was the type and frequency of assignments given. For some students, the kind of
assignments did not help them leafn or allow them to show their learning. Mary
stated that

it’s a reading course and there’s no real way to prove how you’re reading
except through writing so then it just becomes a writing exam. So, that’s _
kind of frustrating because I...don’t do a good job at putting down words. I
know what I'm feeling. I know what I want to say but I just can’t ever find
the right words to say it....

Alice also found that essay exams were problematic for her. She said

the tests itself were asking you questions and you have to write out the
answers. On the other [tests I’ve taken] it’s like multiple choice and [it]
makes it easier that way...one of the answers must be right. And on hers, -
basically you have to start with a blank piece of paper where you had to put
your own ideas. And that’s pretty hard.
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- Eric found that it was not his ability to do the work but rather the applicability of the

homework to the class content that made the class a negative experience. He
commented that “the homework questions...were more related to the text content of
the book than opposed to the statistical content. She had word questions....It made
me more confused.”

Besides the types of assignments, using a limited amount of assignments was
also problematic for three students. Alina didn’t like that she had only three
assignments in her class and two of them were written papers, which she recognized
as a weakness. She commented that “I think that’s why I didn’t like that there were
only three assignments because it was...where you had to put all your knowledge.”
Alice echoed this by stating that “the grade was based....[on] two exams in class.
The attendance was not calculated and there’s no homework, nothing.” From both
Alina’s and Alice’s comments it is clear that these students preferred frequency and
variety in the class assignments, particularly ones that occurred outside the pressure
of class. As Candy iterated, “I like things like homework to make you participate.”
It would seem that the students preferred pedagogy that maximized participation and
interaction.

Student/Content
Focus Group Findings on Student/Content Dynamic

In regard to the role specific subject areas played in terms of classroom

climate, the students were far less conclusive. Rather, they focused on the nature of

the content rather than the specific content area itself. As mentioned in the pedagogy
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-section, some students in the focus groups expressed content preferences as they

connected to pedagogy. For example, Alina stated that she would only participate in
small groups if the content was something she felt she knew. This attitude surfaced
as well in their attitude toward the usefulness of small group discussions. Alice
found her small group discussions unproductive because the content was too
challenging. She stated that “we have so many philosophy readings that students just
won’t get it because it’s like so deep into that subject.....I just sit there.” Betty, from
China, felt that math was better taught as lecture because “I would like to hear from
the professor over other people because maybe there is a definite way to solve the
problem or question.” It seemed that students preferred lecture when the content was
‘not experientially based or was more “factual”.
Besides the connection of content to pedagogy, Tara, from Vietnam, stated
that she becomes most frustrated with the content when it draws upon culturally
specific information which she doesn’t know. Because of this, she had difficulty
understanding the material. She stated that
I can’t really blame. ..the teacher but when they explain things or, you know,
they explain things based on other students’ understanding, like they make
references. But, for me, I’ve only been here four years and sometimes I have
no idea what...and they keep going and going and I keep being lost because I
don’t understand the references. [For example], you (the professor) relate the
lecture to something to history that happened here or like a show about four
or five years ago and I have no idea about and everybody is just like laughing
so hard and I just sit there and sometimes I feel a little dumb....
Individual Interview Findings on Student/Content Dynamic

The interviews yielded more specific information on the role that content

played in the classroom climate even though, once again, most students didn’t focus
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on the specific content areas but rather the kind of content studied. When discussing

whether their overall classroom experience had»been positive or negative, three
students specifically mentioned content as contributing to their positive experience.
The two reasons given were that the content, particularly general education classes,
have given them a more well rounded perspective and also that the content seemed
more practical. Ironically, for one student, the content had contributed to an overall
negative classroom experience because he did not find it practical and did not know
when he would use it again. These ideas were fleshed out more fully when students
explored the second interview question which addressed specific positive classroom
experiences. For eight students, they each identified several ways that content
played a positive role in the classroom climate.

Table 10

Reasons Given for Effective Content

Explanation No. of Responses
8/12 responded

The content was personally applicable and v 5
relevant to everyday life.

The content was student directed. 2

The content expanded the students’ 2
understanding beyond their major area of study.

The specific subject area was interesting, 1

For five students, the content played a positive role because it could be

applied outside of the classroom. Sometimes this application was applied generally
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to society and its ysurroundings.» For Eric, he enjoyed his anatomy class because “the

professor was trying to make it relative to everyday things you do and how that
would relate.” Tara enjoyed her business classes as well because the content is more
“practical.” Karen echoed this seﬁtiment. :

So far I can say that generally I like the business classes way more than the

nursing classes for the fact that...I can tie, I can connect reality with the

business classes way more and one connection that I love that makes me so

passionate about business is the fact that life is taking risks....I don’t know.

_It’s powerful to me. It makes the business classes really interesting.
For those students mentioned above, the content made sense in the workings of
everyday life. For Yali, the content was a positive experience because it made her
everyday surroundings more meaningful. She stated that the content “made me
appreciate Oregon more because of the history and different aspects of Oregon. I
didn’t really consider Oregon as diverse, just Portland. Iused to think of Oregon as
just Portland and Beaverton. It’s more than that.”

For some students the practical application was more personal in nature.
Betty had a positive experience in her freshman inquiry class because “I got the
chance to learn about myself, the others and the whole...including other people.”
Mary, too, in her class on sexualities felt that her understanding of her identity as a
woman was expanded. She stated that “It’s kind of interesting to see how, even if
you are heterosexual you may judge women....It was just interesting to take all of
that into my point of view.”

Besides the applicability of the content, two students also found that content

that was student directed contributed to a positive classroom experience. Karen
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enjoyed being able to-choose classes in college where the content interested her and

she felt that this had contributed to an overall positive classroom experience. Alice,
from China, found that the class that she enjoyed the most—a speech class—allowed
students to choose the topics they studied and she felt that really contributed to the
positive experience.

Another two students mentioned the content of their general education
classes as a positive because they allowed them to learn and develop outside the
content of their major. Sarah, from Sri Lanka, talked positively about University
Studies, the general education program at Portland State University.

Another thing is University Studies. 1took Media Studies, Leadership for

Change and Family Studies and all of those experiences have been really,

extremely good because I get to learn about leadership, the media, like totally

different [from] my major which...I wouldn’t have chosen [but] since it was
required, I get to learn more and gain a knowledge of the world.
Karen, from Kenya, also felt positively about the content of general education. She
states that even though these classes are required
they turn out to be positive because overall you have to be a well rounded

person. So even though you are a computer science person and you take a

philosophy class, they may not tie in now, but for some future reference

you’re going to use some philosophy. So, so far it’s been a positive
experience. ’

In terms of a specific area of study, only one student, Bill, mentioned this as
contributing to his positive classroom experience. For Bill, the main reason he had
experienced a positive classroom experience was because he was able to study his

major, computer science. For him, all other aspects of the class seemed irrelevant.

This surfaced in the following conversation.
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Researcher: I want you to think about one class that you really enjoyed...that
you really looked forward to going to every day. Can you think of one?

Bill: My major class?
Researcher: It could be any class. [ don’t care...just one class that you really
enjoyed. :

Bill: That would be my major.

Researcher: What was it about the class that made it really enjoyable for

you?
Bill: I just love this stuff.

Researcher: So, you’re saying the content is really interesting. Was there

anything else about the class that made it enjoyable?

Bill: Not really.

When asked if the content of their classes had contributed negatively to their
classroom experience, most students clearly stated that content was not the issue. In
fact, some stated that in their negative classroom experience that they had actually
looked forward to learning the material but other factors in the classroom had made

it negative. Of the five students that mentioned content as contributing to their

negative experience, the following reasons were given.



93
Table 11

Reasons Given for Ineffective Content

Explanation No. of Responses
5/12 responded
The specific content did not interest them. 2
The content was not relevant or important. 2
The content was too culturally specific. 1

For Harriet, one of the main reasons she disliked her freshman inquiry clasS
was the content. She stated that “I just didn’t like the material and it’s just boring.”
For Yali; she felt misled about the éontent of her course. She stated that “ét first I
thought it was like a history class and I thought, oh great...I love history. But it was
more of an art history class and more art than the history part and so I didn’t like that
too much.”

Another reason given by two students was that the content didn’t seem
relevant or necessary—a mirror opposite to some whom had experienced content
positively. Sarah didn’t enjoy her Bachelor of Science classes because, “I'm not
going to do anything with economics.” Similarly, Bill didn’t like some classes
because “I don’t know when I will use it (the content) in my life again.”

Finally, one student, Tara, did not enjoy a class primarily because she did not
‘have the cultufal or linguistic knowledge to grasp the ideas. The following exchange

reflects her views.
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Tara: I felt very lost in that class. The material...was about film criticism
and so many strange words, you know, terminology....So I have a hard time
understanding.... '

Researcher: So do you think the major difficulty in that class was the
language or do you think it was...?

Tara: The language and the....It was popular culture....At first my intention
was, I was kind of excited to learn some more about this culture, you know.
But then...all the references are hard to get to. So all the material, stuff they
talk about sometimes, that sometimes she passes out some ads, you know,
maybe some psychology analyzing...pictures of the 50s or 60s and all the
brand of cigarettes and how the women dress. I have no idea....

Students’ Perceptions of Academic Success

The final area examined in the individual interviews tried to ascertain if the

participants in the study felt that they had been successful in college and how they

defined that success. Even though this question did not directly deal with classroom

climate, it would seem logical that each student’s experience in the classroom

impacted how they perceived of themselves as college students, and this seemed to

be the case. When asked whether they had been successful as college students, eight

clearly felt that they had been successful, two were ambivalent and two clearly felt

that they weren’t successful. Of the four who were either ambivalent about their

success or felt unsuccessful, three of these students also felt conflicted or negatively

towards their overall classroom experience. It is also interesting to note that of the

four who did not define themselves as successful, three had the lowest GPAs

represented in the research group. Of those who felt successful, all but one had a

GPA over 3.0.
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- When asked to explain why they felt they were successful, the following

reasons were given. Once again, please note that students often gave more than one
reason why they believed they were successful.

Table 12

Reasons Given for Academic Success

Explanation No. of Responses

12/12 responded
I’'m receiving good or passing grades. 7
I’m leamning new ideas and developing skills. 6
My English abilities have improved. 2
I am personally motivated. 2
My professors have been helpful and caring. 2

The two most frequent reasons given for their success were that they were receiving
good or passing grades, i.e. their GPAs were good, and that they felt they were
learning new ideas and developing new skills. However, even though more students
responded that their grades were a measure of their success, a significant portion of
the students stressed that grades were secondary—more of a byproduct—of their
learning rather than the main reason for their success. Karen, from Kenya, explained
this attitude most eloquently.
There’s a difference going to class and getting the material...just because you
want an A. I don’t go to class for that...okay, there are probably some
classes that I go to to get an A, but most of the classes I go [to] because I
want to learn and I know what I learn is going to come back to me sometime

and I’m going to use something in the future. So [it is] that will to want to
learn not to get an A...mostly to get skills that are going to help you get
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where you are going is what keeps me [going]...[that] is what I define
success as. :

Eric stresséd that even though his grades were improving that the most important
thing for him was that “things are starting to come together and everything is starting
to make sense becauée you can see how one thing relates to another.” For him, “the
more you understand, the better your grades get, so I’d define that as successful.”
For Harriet, from Korea, success was “getting good grades in the class and enjoying
my classes and feeling that I’'m getting something out of it.”

A specific area of learning that two students mentioned in relation to their
success was the fact that their English abilities were improving. Tara, from Vietnam,
stated that after only being in the U.S. for four years she was proud of the English
ability that she had achieved. She mentioned that “I think I study English pretty
well. I can speak, too, compared to many other friends who have been here way
longer that I do, but I think I have better grammar than some of them. I speak even
better than them.” Sarah stated that even though other people may not recognize the
improvement in her English, she didv and that gave her a feeling of success. She
stated that “even though people don’t know that I.am improving...I know how to
arrange the structures and [ have improved my vocabulary also and have less
grammar mistakes, which is really good because I recognize those things.”

Besides their learning new things and receiving acceptable grades, two
students felt that they were successful because of their own personal motivation.
Betty stated that she did well in school because high academic expectations from her

family motivated her to succeed. Karen adamantly stated that “My success is my
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- will to learn.” While Karen credited her success only to her internal motivation,

Betty as well as Alice also gave credit externally to their professors. Betty stated
“that taking the right professors is a big help” in terms of her being successful. Alice
stressed the importance of the professor even more as delineated below.
-Alice: I think what makes the classes successful, mainly because of the
teacher. And if she’s concerned about students and willing to answer
students’ questions in a positive way that really helped me express my
feelings and questions about the class. And I think if the teacher’s very

concerned about the students, they will just keep asking questions and
encourage you to ask questions like whatever you don’t understand....

Researcher: So you think that the whole reason you’re successful—correct
me if I'm wrong—the whole reason you’re successful in some college classes
depends completely on the professor?

Alice: 1think so.

Researcher: Not on you?

Alice: No.
Once agaih, the importance of the professor surfaced in Alice’s response.

When asked what barriers they encountered in terms of being successful in
COH‘ege, a multiple answers from each student surfaced. They are delineated as

follows:



98
Table 13

Reasons Given for Not Succeeding Academically

Explanations No. of Responses
12/12 responded
1 stmggle with lack of motivation or direction. 4
I don’t have enough social connections. 3
| Some of my study skills need improvement. 2
Outside family pressures/expectations interfere 2
with my success.
I struggle to achieve good grades. 2
My English abilities are weak. | 2
Discrimination towards my race or immigrant 2
status is a barrier.

The most frequently articulated barrier to success was students’ own lack of
motivation or direction. Alice, from China, stated that when she didn’t put in as
much effort into her work that she was not successful. Tara concurred that “if T try
harder, which I can, I can get an A or I can get...the best grade I could, but I never
try.” Betty echoed this sentiment. “I guess, sometimes, I don’t spend enough time
studying maybe. IfI study more, I’ll do better at school.” For Mary, from
Guatemala, her issue was more a lack of clarity in her career choice and this
frustrated her. She felt that “I haven’t been successful in really knowing what I want
to do.”

Another somewhat surprising area, given the somewhat marginal role that

other students seemed to play in their learning, was that three students felt thwarted
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in their success because of their lack of social connections at school. While some of

these social connections were so that students had a wider study circle from which to
succeed academically, others were purely more personal in nature. Harriet felt that
her lack of social connections had hindered her academic success because “it has
hindered my networking. But that’s how I came to learn to stay by myself and it’s
worked out because I do good in my classes, but I think maybe I could do a little bit
better if | have a study group.” Yali felt frustrated that she hadn’t been able to
develop social relationships in her classes. She stated that “I’ve met a lot of
...people but haven’t been able to develop any kind of relationship as more than an
acquaintance. They aren’t a friend yet. They are just somebody I see occasionally.”
She went on to say that
I have been successful but maybe not to the degree I want to be. I want to get
more involved on campus and I haven’t been able to do that because of the
classes I’m taking which require a lot of work. I guess it’s my own...I’'m
hindering myself in that aspect from preventing myself from becoming more
involved in campus. And I think being more involved is more successful
than passing your classes. It shows that you’re into the community, your
environment.
Sara, from Sri Lanka, also felt that social relationships outside of study groups had
hindered her success. She felt that “the only thing Ilack is...socializing, like going
more out and hanging out with friends. I’m thinking now in a way it’s good I don’t
do it. Idon’t hang out with friends a lot because it’s time consuming and so much
things to do but it’s good once in a while you know....”

Two students also felt that some of their study skills were weak and this

proved a barrier to their success. Eric, from Bosnia, stated that “I’m still learning
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how to manage my time better and I still waste a lot of time by not doing things. But

it gets better. I think it’s a long process to become good at that.” Alina felt that there
are two areas that she needed to work on. She recognized that she wasn’t good at
critical thinking and analyzing and that this had thwarted her academically. She also
stated that “I just need to stop being a procrastinator.”

Two other students felt that outside family pressures were barriers to their
success in college. Yali, from Cambodia, felt that her family had very high
expectations of her but at the same time didn’t understand the challenges posed by
college. She shared

JI'mean they didn’t go to college...and I bring my backpack home and it has

one or two textbooks and I set it down...and they say what do you have in

there that is so loud? Isay that it’s my textbook and I tell her that I have -
homework and I do it everyday...sometimes they understand that college is
hard and you have to work hard but, on the other hand, they expect me to be
really, really smart and so [ have everything done by a certain time. That
kind of puts pressure on me and I’m like well this is hard and I can’t do it like
every minute of every day. Ineed a break sometimes. '
For Karen, her family pressures were quite different. For her, it seemed that her
family saw her school commitment as a lack of commitment to them. She stated that
this tension “can take my energy away” from school. Clearly, Karen felt resentment
over this “because it’s my life and they have their life. I don’t tell them what to do.
They shouldn’t tell me what to do.”

Two students also stated that not being able to achieve the grades they needed

to be successful had been troubling. Eric, initially, had difficulty getting the grades

he needed. He recounted that “I started off struggling pretty much because I was in

classes that were the general biology, general chemistry classes....and I just didn’t
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feel like I 'was doing well in those classes or that I wasn’t going to be able to go in

that direction.” Because he wasn’t able to get the grades he needed, he thought that
he would need to change majors. Likewise, Candy felt unsuccessful because she
needed to graduate with a 3.5 in order to be able to go to dental school. She stated
that “if I want to go to professional school after I get a bachelor's degree I have to
graduate with a 3.5, and right now I have a 2.9, so I feel unsuccessful.”

For Candy, this sense of being unsuccessful in her GPA was directly linked
to her ESL issues. The turmoil Candy felt over her lack of English ability, surfaced
in the following conversation.

Researcher: Anything else that you think is making it hard for you to

succeed?

Candy: Oh, because, I think English is my Second Language.

Researcher: So you think that interferes a lot with you being successful?

Candy: Yeah.

Researcher: Do you think that it is English that makes the content of the

science classes hard?

Candy: Yeah.

Researcher: Do you think that is your number one barrier, English?

Candy: Yeah I think so. In some science classes, I can’t understand.

Sometimes I understand but it is hard to remember all the writing down and

when I take the test, it takes long to read things....

Researcher: So, when you take a test, it takes you longer to read because of

the English and then do you run out of time?

Candy: Yeah.

Researcher: And that’s why you hate tests in class?
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Candy: Yeah, I think so. You know, it’s-hard for me to read and understand

multiple choice. The answer, you’ve got four choices and they are really

similar and it is easy for you to be confused.

Researcher: Because of the English?

Candy: Yeah.

Researcher: Do you know how you’re going to overcome this hurdle?

Candy: No.

In talking with Bill, from China, the issue of his English ability was also a problem.
He stated that in English he was unsuccessful because he had “a problem with
college level speaking and writing.” But he felt that by working harder, he still
would be able to succeed. It is important here to note the power that English
proficiency has on self perception since both Candy and Bill were two of the four
students who did not feél that overall they had been successful in college.

The last barrier articulated in individual interviews by two students was a
feeling of discrimination because of their race and/or immigrant status. Tara, from
Vietnam, felt that her success was limited by discrimination. She felt that because of
her cultural, linguistic, and racial difference that she faced disadvantages in both
school and the workplace. Harriet, from Koréa, also felt that the racial, cultural
divide was problematic to her being successful because it made her self-conscious.
She stated that in forming study groups, she had

an easier time going to other minority students and talking with them and

approaching them because I feel like there’s something common between us,

more than approaching a full Caucasian person....That’s how it’s always
been. And basically, even though I’ve basically grown up here, I don’t feel

very comfortable...I get kind of self-conscious of just my appearance in itself
and I’'m always wondering, they probably think I have slanted eyes, you
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know, they think I look kind of funny and stuff like that. And so that kind of
makes it hard for me to approach things.

‘Both Tara and Harriet clearly felt a sense of isolation and separation from others
because of their minority status. For both, they perceived this as creating problems
for them both academically and socially.

Conclusion

After analyzing the data gathered through the focus groups and individual |
interviews, several interesting observations surfaced. First, more than any other
aspect, the professor seemed to play the most si-gniﬁcant role in whether the
pafticipants perceived their classrqom experiencé as positive or negative.
Participants discussed the roles their professors played with much greater frequency
than any other research area. Those professors who had created a positive learning
environment seemed to be fully invested in the class and their students. The
participants in the study seemed to clearly feel that in terms of their positive
classroom experience that the professor had created a clear, open and regular
communication channel with them both in terms of class material and expectations.
It seemed to the students that they mattered.

In terms of the role fellow students played in the classroom experience, the
participants discussed the role of other students with less frequency. A full one third
of the participants never mentioned students in either their specific poéitive or
negative classroom experiences. In addition, the participants’ attitudes seemed much
more ambivalent. While if seemed that they would prefer a class where other

students were inclusive towards them and motivated to learn—as evidenced also by
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their preference for small groups and-discussions—it did not seem as central as the

role of the professor. This was also evidenced by their apparent ability to ignore
fellow students when they proved a distraction or negative force in their learning. It
was as though they didn’t expect to be welcomed by other studeh’ts and when they
were it clearly added to their positive classroom experience.

Interesting data also emerged in terms of classroom pedagogy and cohtent.
Once again, pedagogy and content were not discussed with the degree of frequency
that professors were. However, participants seemed to clearly favor pedagogy which
used a variety of teaching and leaming styles because this seemed to enable them to
learn more successfully. While they did not dislike lecture style, they preferred that
it be mixed with other ways to learn such as interactive websites, films and hands-on
activities. This desire for interactive learning was also supported in the fact that
participants clearly preferred small dynamic classrooms filled with small well
directed group discussions where they were able to interact with both the professor
and other students in a warm and inviting atmosphere. In terms of content, students |
did not seem to clearly favor any particular content areas; Instéad, they wanted -
content which was relevant; applicable and would help them expand their
understanding of themselves and their world. In other words, the more they were
able to grasp and apply the content, the more it seemed to appeal to them.

Finally, those students who felt that their classroom experience had been
positive also felt that they were academically successful. The two main indicators

for them were the grades they were receiving as well a positive assessment of their
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learning. For those who were ambivalent or felt they were unsuccessful, it seemed

linked to a variety of factors such as weak study skills, low motivation, poor English,
racial/ethnic discrimination as well as family préssures. Another interesting area in
which students felt unsuccessful was in their limited ability to connect socially with
other students. This seems somewhat ironic seeing that in their discussion of éther
stud§nts in the classroom experience, they seemed to downplay their importance. It
is as though they wanted other students to be a positive force in their academic and
social lives but were dubious of this happening.

Even with that being said, most participants articulated that they had had a
mostly positive experience in their college classes. This seemed to be mostly due, in
part, to the fact that they felt more connected in the areas researched than alienated.
What also seems to rise from the data is an underlying ethos of learning that the
participants possesSed that allowed them to maximize those areas in the classroom
that aided their learning and minimize those areas which impacted that learning. It
seemed that this ethos of learning helped mitigate the variety of hurdles they

encountered in the classes.
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CHAPTER V
DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS

In order to comprehend the significance of the above research, the following
discussion will first examine the findings in the light of previous research on
classroom climates and minorities. While the study participants’ experiences clearly
support much of the research on minorities, they also differ in some important ways.
The following discussion will also examine new ideas not preyiously looked at with
this specific population that have ernerged in the areas of student/professor,
student/student, student/pedagogy and student/content. While it is necessary to
examine these discrete areas for the specific information they yield, it is equally
important to look beyond to larger global ideas which seem to emerge from the data.
More specifically, why is it that most participants saw their college classroom as a
positive experience when clearly they had encountered hurdles aﬁd struggles within
some of these classes? Finally, the author will suggest other areas of research that
should be pursued in order to more fully understand how imfnigrant students are
experiencing the college classroom.

Compérison with Existing Research

General Theories |

Ogbu’s cultural-ecological theory. The findings seem to support Ogbu’s

theory on a basic level. In his research Ogbu states that “voluntary minorities”
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(immigrants) would maintain a more positive attitude towards school than

“involuntary minorities” (non-immigrants) because they would be more accepting of
the expectations of the classroom because of a “tourist” attitude (Ogbu & Simons,
1998). Overall, it does seem that immigrant students have a mostly positive attitude
towards their college experience. This is indicated in that fact that a majority, eight,
stated that their overall classroom college experience had been positive. This also
surfaced in the fact that a majority, eight, felt that they were successful in college.
These students did demohstrate an overall positive attitude towards American culture
and the English language and did not see the classroom expectations as a threat to
their identities. Instead, many of the students in this study seemed to demonstrate an
ability to be bicultural and to move between the two cultural worlds of their home
culture and American culture.

Even though most of these students seemed to be positively oriented to
college, Ogbu is perhaps being too simplistic in stating that the difficulty that
immigrants have in school is short lived because they will be able to culturally
adjust. Even though most participants seemed positively oriented to their classroom
experiences, an undérlying idea that surfaced with a number of the participants was
this feeling that they didn’t quite “fit” with other students. This manifested in
ongoing ambivalence as to the role that other students played. As connected with
Scenario II, many students stated, rather matter of factly, that racism was a common
occurrence and one with which they regularly had to deal. Some students went so

far as to state that they felt somewhat ostracized because they were racially,
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- culturally or linguistically different from most students. There seemed to be a

nagging feeling of alienation amongst a number of the participants. This seems to
mirror Bhatnagar’s research as quoted by Berryman (1983) wherein “immigrant
children carry thé additional burden of being culturally and often racially different,
of being part of a visible and/or audible minority” (p. 3).

Another way that Ogbu and Simons (1998) potentially oversimplify the
distinction between voluntary and involuntary miﬁorities is in the area of language
competency. It is important to note that the majority of the participants in this study
who were consistently positive about their classroom and college experience were
immigrant students who had been in the U.S. for quite some time and seemed highly
acculturated and skilled in English. The majority did not even have an accent. But
those students Who were ambivalent or negative towards their college classroom
experiehce and their achievement of success tended to be more recent arrivals, had
accents, and exhibited some difficulties with English. These students may achieve a
level of comfort and fluency in American culture through time, but based on the
linguistic phenomenon of fossilization, may never achieve English fluency.
Fossilization is the process by which a person learning a new language, in this case
English, becomes “frozen” in their language progression and development. There
~ are a variety of contributing factors but one that is clear is the age at which a person
begins to learn that second language. It is important that a person begin learning a
second language as early as possible, particularly before late childhood and early

~adolescence, to maximize his/her chances at English fluency. It is these older
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immigrant students that Ogbu fails to recognize. For them, language difficulties in

school would not be short lived. Gibson (1997) seems accurate in stating that Ogbu
focuses on one type of immigré.nt and ignores others in developing his theory.

Cummins’ framework of empowering and disabling. Cummins’ (1993,
’p. 104) theory states that immigrant students can be “empowered” or “disabled”
through (a) the degree that the student’s language and culture are incorporated into
school programs, (b) the degree to which minority community participation is-
encouraged and incorporated into the student’s education, (c) the degree to which
teaching pedagogy promotes stﬁdents to use their first language in generating
knowledge, and (d) the degree to which professional educators in their assessment of
these students are advocates. The findings of the present stﬁdy did not find any
major support for the first three conclusions. However, there is evidence to suggest
that for immigrant college students to positively experience the classroom they need
to feel that their professors care and empathize with them. This care and empathy is
not necessarily directly connected to advocating for the “student’s culture,” but
rather to being an advdcate for “the stﬁdent” in terms of supporting his/her learning
and being sensitive to cultural and linguistic issues.
Classroom Climate Studies |

Teacher/student interactions. General studies by Pascarella and Terenzini
(1998) found that frequent interaction inside and outside the classroom contributed
positively to student learning. This study supports this research in regards to

immigrant students as well since the professor’s availability outside of class
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- contributed to a positive classroom experience for seven of the twelve participants

because it communicated a personal interest in their learning. In relation to
minorities specifically, Nettles as quoted in Hurtado et al. (1999) fqund that
professors’ out of classroom contact with students contributed to higher GPA’s
among African American students. It could be the case that higher GPA is indicative |
of a more positive academic experience. These conclusions seem fo be supported in
this study. Like the findings of Hurtado et al. (1999), Vasquez (1988), and Trujillo
(1986),who found that minority students had more positive attitudes towards the
class when their professors held high academic expectations for them, four
immigrant students in this study also felt that high academic expectations from
professors contributed to a positive classroom experience.

Previous studies conducted by Davidson (1996), Swaminathan and Alfred
(2001-2002), Alfred (2003), Kiang (1992) and Pappamihiel (2002), which
highlighted the importance of teacher’s acknowledging and supporting students’
cultural and linguistic backgrounds in order to create a positive classroom
environment, were not supported in this study in association with participants’
positive classroom experience. However, it did surface when they discussed negative
classroom experiences. Five participants clearly reported negative classroom
experiences they associated with the professor’s perceived insensitivity to the
student’s cultural understandings/experiences or language issues. While professors
don’t need to be overt in their recognition of an immigrant student’s cultural and

linguistic background in order to create a positive classroom experience, it seems
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critical that professors don’t dismiss or disregard the cultural knowledge and

linguistic needs of their students.

Student/student interactions. While this study compliments previous studies
conducted with minority students in terms of teacher/student interaction and its
importance in shaping classroom climate, the data both supports and differs from
much of the existing research in terms of the role other students play, particularly in
terms of the kind and level of importance that these students play in creating a
positive classroom climate. For example, Hurtado et al. (1999) emphasized that
other students play a critical role in creating a positive college experience for
minority students. In support of this, five students stated that fellow students were
factors in their overall positive classroom experience. Some of this stemmed from
the diversity of the student body rather than from specific actions of individual
students within the classroom. This supports research by Hurtado et al. (1999) which
discovered that there needs to be “sufficient racial/ethnic enrollments” (§ 31) of
minority populations so that those minorities do not experience tokenism (Kanter,
1977), but instead feel comfortable in their environment. In other words, if minority
students are allowed to feel like an individual rather than a racial/ethnic token or
symbol in the classroom simply by greater numerical racial/ethnic representations of
their race/ethnicity then their overall comfort level increases in the classroom.
Besides numerical representations, participants also noted that fellow students had
contributed to their positive classroom experiences because they had made them feel

included and welcomed in the class through respecting their cultural/linguistic
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backgrounds, academic abilities and common interests. These findings support both

Hurtado and Kanter’s research.

However, what is important to note is the degree to which all other students
in the classroom impacted their experience. While other students strongly
coritributed to a negative overall classroom experience for two participants, these
participants were in the minority. In general, the role of fellow students in the
classroom seemed to play a more peripheral rather than central role for the research
participants. This counters previous research by Hurtado that is also echoed in work
by Astin (1993) who states that “the student’s peer group is the single most potent
source of influence on growth and development during the undergraduate years” (p.
398). For four students (one third of the total participants), other students were not
even mentioned as contributing to either their positive or negative classroom
experience. In addition, from the second scenario in the focus groups, it would
appear that immigrant students have developed an ability to ignore or disregard
negative or unhelpful behavior from fellow students. This clearly surfaced in the
second focus group scenario where eight out of twelve students would choose to
remain in a class where other students were openly hostile to them. Perhaps Tara,
frbm Vietnam, stated it most effectively when she mentioned that because she had -
experienced ongoing alienation from American students she had learned to focus her
learning on the teacher and ignore her fellow students. This ability to block out
negative social situations and continue to pursue a successful college education

seemed quite unique from minority students who, according to Richardson and



113
Skinner (1992), stated that “dissatisfaction with the social and emotional

environment is...a frequently cited reason for minority students leaving college and
poor performance (p. 36). Perhaps one reason that the participants did not appear to
be so strongly influenced by their peers was because of the nature of PSU being a
commuter school. Specifically, the nature of a commuter school is that students
often have support networks that exist off campus such as family, friends and
membership in other cultural groups and, therefore, are not as dependent on fellow
students for support.

Student/pedagogy a’j)namic. The findings from this study also support
Hurtado et al. (1999) and Vasquez (1988) who found that minorities prefer
collaborative and cooperative learning environments. In populations looking at all
college students, Brookfield (1986) also found this to be true with general student
populations who need participation and collaboration for effective learning. This
surfaced particularly in the participants’ preference for small groups and interactive
discussions in the classroom. This was very evident in the third scenario of the focus
group where eight students preferred small groups over a lecture format. Upon
further examination though, participants clarified that these small groups néeded to
be places of inclusion where students felt safe. This reinforces Alfred’s (2003)
findings where Caribbean women did not prefer small group work because they felt
alienated and isolated in the group. Although the students in the present study
preferred learning in a collaborative and cooperative setting with small, culturally

inclusive groups because they felt it maximized their learning, they did not seem to
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- oppose the lecture format. In fact, they preferred the lecture format for content areas

such as math and science.

Student/content dynamic. The data do not directly support the findings of
Davidson (1996) and Kiang (1992), who found that content which includes or
explores an immigfant student’s cultural or racial identity positively contributes to
the classroom climate. In fact, in the aggregate, in relating their most positive
classroom experience, participants did not seem to show a preference for specific
conteﬁt areas or disciplines that would include their cultural or racial identities.
Conversely, for a few students, their most enjoyable classes were ones where they
learne;d about the surrounding American culture and history. However, one student
did struggle with a class—which she originally looked forward to because she would
learn about American culture—because it assumed knowledge about American pop
culture which she didn’t possess. However, there was no clear consensus on what
content areas created a positive learning environment, as demonstrated by the variety
of courses which participants named as their most positive classroom experience.
Some of these subjects were Speech, French, Anatomy, Computer Science, Business,
Sexualities, and Enginecring,

Additional Ideas Emerging from this Study
Student/Teacher Interaction

Other factors not specifically addressed in existing research on classroom

climate and minorities that surfaced in this .study include the professors’ delivery of

content and commitment to teaching excellence. For five participants, the professor’s
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clear delivery and explanation of material and assignments seemed critical to their

positive experience. Conversely, for six participants, the professor’s unclear

* explanations and assignments were repoﬁed to contribute to their negative classroom
experience. Another factor that seemed to contribute to the negative classroom
experience for three students was their professor’s unreasonable expéctations in
terms of workload as well as the amount of content covered.

The other major area not directly addressed in previous research that
contributed to\a positive classroom experience was the professor’s attitude and
commitment to the students and his/her teaching. For seven students, it was the
professor’s personal connection with the students thaf made their experience
positive. In addition, the professor seemed committed to an improvement of his/her
teaching as well as the students’ learning. Conversely, students had negative
experiences when the professor created a distance between him/herself either
partially through making students feel intellectually intimidated or through
insensitivity to the students’ cultural or linguistic identities. What seems to emerge
from those data is that, for these students, it was critical that the professor was
genuinely concerned about students and their learning in the classroom.

Although these kinds of findings have not emerged directly in research on
classroom climates and minorities, they have surfaced in more general studies that
have examined the role of teacher/student interaction in retention and graduation of
undergraduate students. For example, Pascarella and Terenzini (1998) list a number

of factors that foster student learning. One of those is “a strong faculty emphasis on
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- teaching and student development” (p. 151). Brookfield (1986), in his work on

learning, addresses specific principles that professors should adhere to promote
learning, some of which are mutual respect, praxis, and critical reflection on
teaching. Galbraith (1998) echoes Brookfield in his researéh on adult learners. He
states that “aﬁthenticity and credibility should be essential elements of the
educational encounter” (p.8). Professors need to be authentic and credible with their
students for a positive learning experience.
Student/Student Interaction

Another area not noted in previous research is the positive role that other
students can play in learning. Some participants felt that other students had made
their classroom experience positive because these students had contributed to their
learning through a motivation to learn and through interaction with participants about
the material being studied. In other words, fellow students aided thé participants’
learning in the classroom. Conversely, five participants had experienced the
classroom negatively because fellow students’ povor attitudes had impacted their
ability to learn. These attitudes manifested in such ways as an apparent lack of
motivation, complaints, nof paying attention and talking off task. It seems clear from
these data that immigrant students want fellow students to aid in rather than deter
from their learning process.
Student/Pedagogy Dynamic

While the data on student/pedagogy supports Hurtado et. al’s research that

the learning environment needs to be cooperative, it expanded on this understanding.
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Participants in the study preferred small groups and small classrooms of 30-50

students because it allowed them to interact more and therefore learn more. Another
new area that surfaced was that seven participants identified vériety in
teaching/learning aids used in the classroom as well as in assignments as
contributing to their positive experience. These teaching/learning aides included
movies, presentation software, streaming lectures, and class web sites. Participants
also enjoyed classes where the assignments were frequent and varied because it was
more effective for their learning and it allowed them to apply a variety of skills
rather than just one, such as writing. Participants struggled when their grades were
based on one or two assignments that only relied upon one academic competency
such as essay writing.
Student/Content Dynamic

While the data did not seem to show a student preference for specific
disciplinary areas, other valuable information surfaced in terms of the role of content
in immigrant students’ classroom experiences. From the data, it seems clear that the
participants needed to be personally involved in the conteﬂt taught. This surfaced in
the fact that the classes that five participants enjoyed the most made the content
relevant to their lives, and two participants had negative experiences because they
did not see the relevance of the content. In addition, two participants also enjoyed
classes where they were able to have a voice in the content studied. The need to bé

able to personally direct and apply the content also surfaced in that two participants
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enjoyed classes where they were able to expand their own understanding through

general education classes.
Assessment of Academic Success

| When students were asked to assess if they had been successful so far in
college, most responded positively, as Ogbu and Simon’s (1998) research predicted
they would. What is interesting to note is that both in the reasons given for their
success and in the barriers that they encountered, the vast majority were based on
their personal motivation or abilities and not on external reasons. In other words,
they were succeeding or failing because of themselves and not other outside
circumstances. This seems to counter Cummin’s (1993) research which shows that
societal structures in which minorities are disenfranchised hold significant power in
how minorities experience the classroom. However, these research participants
seemed to focus on internal capacities and motivations rather than external pressures.
This is reﬂected in the reasons given for success—(a) I’'m receiving good grades (b)
I’m learning new ideas and developing skills (c) My English skills are improving aﬁd
(d) I'm personally motivated to succeed. Only two students attributed their success
to others, i.e. helpful and caring professors. Likewise, the barriers they encountered
also were peréonally caused—(a) I struggle with motivation and direction (b) I am
not connected socially (c) I need to improve my study skills (d) I’'m not getting good
enough grades (€) My English is weak. The only barriers for success that were

external reasons, for two participants in each category, were outside family
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.- pressures/expectations and discrimination based on race/ethnicity and/or immigrant

status.

It also interesting to note that three students stated that they needed more
social connections in order to be academically successful. These participants felt that
more social connections would strengthen their academic performance, although
some were ambivalent in that they recognized that more social interaction would
detract from the time they had to study and this, in itself, would be problematic.
Some participants seemed to experience a tension between wanting more social
connections and needing to concentrate on studying.

The Ethos of Learning

While it is important to examine the discrete information emerging from the
specific areas of student/professor, student/student, student/pedagogy and
student/content as it compares with existing research and for additional data, it is
equally important to take a step back and try to ascertain the larger more global ideas
which seem to be emerging from the data. It is clear that most students in the study
felt positively about their overall college classroom experience and their academic
success. As the data emerged and the hurdles caused by racism, cultural alienation,
and weak English skills were fleshed out in these students’ experiences, their
positive feelings towards the college classroom became more and more
commendable. The participants seemed to demonstrate a tenacity to succeed that at
times seemed extraordinary. They seemed to possess certain intangible qualities that

allowed them to overcome the hurdles they experienced.
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These personal qualities can be explained through the work done on self

efficacy by Bandura (1989). Bandura (1989) states that, “among the mechanisms of
- personal agency, none is more central or pervasive than people’s belief about their
capabilities to exercise control over events that affect their lives” (p. 1175). In the
participants overall positive assessment of their success, it is clear they felt in control
of their leamning. In addition, if people have a strong sense of personal agency then
they are able to demonstrate a great deal of tenacity in the light of challeﬁging
conditvions because they have “an optimistic sense of personal efficacy” (p. 1176).
For Karen her source of personal efficacy seemed to be connected to her immigrant
past. She states that “my encouragement is when you think of where you come from
and it’s what keeps you going.” But much more prevalent for Karen as well as the
other participants was that this self efficacy seemed manifest more often .in an
overwhelming desire to learn and succeed. This desire to learn and succeed, this
ethos of learning, seemed to diminish all of their negative experiences and maximize
their positive ones in the classroom.

In fact, this desire to maximize their learning seemed central to every area
examined in the study—student/professor, student/student, student/pedagogy and
student/content.  For example, almost every positive and negative aspect raised
about the professors by the participants was discussed within the context of how
effectively the professor facilitated their learning. Students were clear that they
could learn more effectively when the professor created a comfortable, respectful

and inviting atmosphere. They wanted a professor that was available outside of
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class; gave clear and reasonable assignments and enjoyed teaching, because all thesc

factors maximized their learning. Perhaps this ethos of learning explains the reason
why the professor played a larger role in.their classroom experience than originally
expected. Focusing on the professor seemed to allow the participaﬁts to focus on
their learning and nullify common negative influences. This is summed up in Tara’s
words. “It’s not your country, you know. So, all the differences are like a barrier for
- you.. ..I guess because [of that] I isolated myself more than a typical, you know,
English speaker....So, I focus more on the teacher.”

This could also potentially explain the mixed. feelings participants shared
about their fellow students. When discussing positive student influences, once again
all the comments were geared toward how effectively fellow students facilitated their
learning. For example, the participants could learn more effectively when fellow
students created a warm and inviting atmosphere. They also really enjoyed when
fellow students were agents for learning through small group discussions and
projects. For Sarah, her classroom experience Was overwhelmingly positive mainly
because fellow students had been effective mediators of learning for her. However,
when students were distractions from the participants’ learning, they séemed to be
ignored or disregarded, as surfaced clearly in Scenario II of the focus groups. Many
of the participants mentioned that they were at college primarily to learn, and when
students contributed to that they were‘ welcomed, but if they detracted from that they
seemed to be essentially dismissed from the immigrant student’s learning

experiences. This uncertainty as to whether fellow students were going to contribute
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to or detract from the participants’ learning might have contributed to the diminished

role that fellow studenté seemed to play in their overall experiences—a full one third
of the students never mentioned fellow students in their positive or negative |
classroom experiences.

This ethos of learning surfaced again in the participants’ pedagogical
preferences. They clearly wanted small interactive classes filled with a variety of
teaching aids. They seemed to need to interact with the material either through suéh
activities as small group discussions, online interactive websites, videos, or in;class
guided discussion questions. Yet, it did not seem to be the specific pedagogy of these
classes that they were wedded to, because even though most students related
negative classroom experiences that occurred in lecture style classes, they were not
necessarily opposed to lecture itself. Rather, the reason théy seemed to prefer the
aforementioned class pedagogy is because it facilitated their learning more
effectively. Similarly, the participants preférred frequent and diverse assignments in
the classes as well because they realized that they learned more when they had to
regularly work with the material through a variety of mediums.‘

Another somewhat surprising result from the study was the participants’
preferences in terms of content. Most patticipants weren’t so “narrow minded” in
their learning goals that they preferred only classes taught in their majof. Instead,
there seemed to be an openness to learning in a variety of content areas. It seemed
that the only prerequisite was that these areas needed to Be knowledge that they

could apply. It was as though the participants possessed a thirst for learning about
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-all things. This might explain the positive attitude that some-of the participants had

towards their general education classes, which are usually disliked by many students.
They enjoyed them because they allowed them to become more “well rounded” in
their knowledge and allowed them to gain a greater understanding of themselves and
their world. Once again, learning was central to their content preferences.

This ethos of learning also surfaced in the participants’ self assessmént of
their academip success. Most felt that they had been successful because they were
learning new things and developing new skills. While many used their GPA as a
measure of this success, gradesbwere not the driving force, learning was. Harriet
perhaps best addresses the connection between grades and learning by stating that
“the more you understand, the better grades you get, so I'd define that as successful.”
Improving English skills were also a measure of success for a few students. Perhaps
this ethos of learning is best summed in one of Karen’s statements. “My success is
my will to learn.” It is this will to learn, this ethos that seems the driving force
behind all of their classroom experiences and the force which seems to enable most
of them to experience the classroom more positively than negatively.

Suggestions for Further Research

Because this research is only exploratory, it is critical that the study be
replicated on a much larger scale. Any conclusions that surface from this work are
tentative at best for a number of reasons. First the number of participants was far too
low for any solid conclusions. It was only conducted at one site and so some of the

results might be unique to that site. In addition, the participants needed to be much
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“more representative of the wide variety of immigrant groups in this country and the

number of participants needs to be greater. It is interesting to note that, in this study,
while there were several white immigrants in the potential pool of participants, only
one chose to participate. Is this perhaps because these immigrant students struggle
less with the issues of being an immigrant student simply because they are white and
can “blend” more easily into the racial majority? This would be an important voice
to hear. The study also needed to be spread equally across genders. It is highly
likely that because there were only two men involQed in this study that their voices
and perspectives are not heard adequately.

It is also critical that participants be equally distributed among the three GPA

designations, 3.0-4.0, 2.0-2.99 and below 2.0, in any future study. In this

| exploratory study, eight of the participants had GPAs above 3.0 and four had GPAs
from 2.00-2.99. There were no students in the study that fell below a 2.00. Having
an equal spread of GPAs might yield very different results since it seemed that those
students who had GPAs below 3.0 in this study were more tentative about their
classroom experiences and also did not seem to readily see themselves as
academically sucéessfully. If this really is a trend, it would critical to hear from .
students whose GPA fell below 2.0. They might have a very different perspective on
the college classroom. Therefore, it is highly recommended that the above study be
replicated on a much larger scale so that all of the above stated areas could be
addressed and a more complete picture of the immigrant student’s classroom

experience could be determined.
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A possible reason that there were no participants whose GPA fell below 2.0

is because those immigrant students who were not doing well academically had
already dropped out of school in their freshman year. Therefore, another valuable
study would be to examine incoming immigrant students who are freshman to try to
understand how they are experiencing the college classroom. This might yield very
different results. While the researcher chose sophomore level students because she
wanted them to have enough college classroom experiences to be able to talk in
depth, she perhaps, by default, had participants who had “made it” by successfully
completing their freshman year; Also, on an anecdotal level, the researcher has
taught a number of year-long freshman classes and has noticed that immigrant
students with particularly weak English abilities and difficult cultural adjustment
rarely matriculate beyond their freshman year.

Another possible reason for the lack of representation of students falling
below 2.0 in the study is that they chose not to participate was because they wanted
to concentrate on their studies and felt they didn’t have time to participate in the
study. If this is the case, then perhaps this study could be conducted in connection
with specific classes as part of the class requirement. This would ensure the
participation of as wide an academic spectrum of students as possible. It would be
critical though that the research subjects be pulled from a wide range of academic
courses and that the content nature of those courses be taken into account.

Along with this, it might also be valuable to conduct studies With students

through all four years to ascertain if their perception of the college classroom climate
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changes as they matriculate through college. Eric mentioned that his fellow students

played a more positive role as he was éetting into his major classes. If this holds true
for other immigrant students, then fellow students might play an increasingly more
important role in the classroom climate and learning as the immigrant student’s
education progresses. This data could be ascertailled by looking at discrete groups of
studenté at each of the levels but also by a longitudinal study that follows one
particular group of immigrant students throughout their college career to understand
how and if their perception of the college classroom climate changes.

Another worthwhile study would be to look particularly at immigrant
students whose English language competencies are low in both reading/writing and
speaking. The majority of the participants in this study were fluent in English and
many had no accent at all. It might be that because of this, English proficiency
didn’t surface as a significant hurdle for many of them. However, for thosg for
whom it was an issue, it seemed to color all of their classroom experiences. For
example, some articulated that it was a barrier in terms of understanding the material
both written and spoken. It also seemed to be a hindrance in terms of the
participants’ ability to interact with the professor as well as the other students in the

-class. Their negative perception of their English ability also seemed to influence
negatively their assessment of how successful they felt about their college career.
Thus, it would be important to look only at low English competency and the role it

plays in immigrant students’ perceptions of their classroom experiences.
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Summary of Major Findings and Lesser Observations

So, in summary, what are the major conclusions that can be drawn from this
exploratory study? In terms of the specific areas studied, i.e. professor/student,
student/student, student/pedagogy and student/content, some played much more
important roles than others. First, professors seemed to play the most critical role in
creating a positive or negative classroom climate. This is évidenced in both the
frequency and time that the participants devoted to discussing professors and how
they influenced the classro‘om climate. The next two seemingly equally important
areas which seemed significant but not as important as the professor in creating a
positive classroom climate were the student/student and the student/pedagogy. In
each of these areas, two thirds of i:he participants mentioned them as contributing to
the classroom climate. For the participants, fellow students were deemed as positive
forces when they helped create an atmosphere of learning through their own
motivation to learn and inclusion of other students. The pa.rticipé.nts also felt that the
pedagogy needed to be such that regular interaction with the material occurred and a
variety of learning methods were available. The one area that didn’t seem as critical
to a positive classroom climate was the content. Fewer participants mentioned
content as playing a central role than any other specific area and if it was mentioned
there was no clear consensus as to specific content areas.

Another significant finding that surfaced was the presence of an ethos of
learning amongst the participants. This overwhelming desire to learn allowed them

to névigate around barriers to their learning whether it was caused the professor,



128

fellow students, classroom pedagcgy or content of the material. This also seemed to

occur in part because the participants saw themselves as the responsible parties for

their learning and their academic success. The above findings are summarized as

followed:

For immigranf college students, professors play the most critical role in
creating a positive classroom climate.

For immigrant college students, fellow students play an important role but
one that is not essential to creating a positive classroom climate.

For immigrant college students, in terms of pedagogy, small, interactive
classes are preferred but not necessarily required in creating a positive
classroom climate. |

For immigrant college students, specific content areas do not play a
significant role in creating a positive classroom climate even though the
relevance of the content is somewhat important,

For immigrant college students, they possess an ethos of learning that
allows them to overlook negative experiences and perceive their college
classroom experiences and academic progress as primarily positive.

Implications of the Study

Based on the data which emerged from this study, higher education should

implement certain steps to ensure that immigrant students experience a positive

rather than negative classroom experience. Since professors play such a critical role

in the classroom, a concerted effort should be made to provide faculty training in
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- “various areas. First, professors should attend training and orientation sessions to

enable them be open, personable and accessible with students. Specific tools can be
given to allow them to incorporate themselves into their teaching and provide ways
that they can be more available with their students. In addition, orientation needs to
be provided so that professors understand their immigrant student struggles both
acader;lically as well as culturally/linguistically. Then they can, for example, avoid
making these students cultural tokens for the class and use vocabulary that
accommodates these students linguistic abilities.

Another area where professors cbuld receive specific training is in the area of
classroom pedagogy. One of the general shortcomings of higher education is that
doctorate programs rarely give training to doctoral students on how to design an
effective class by using such tools as small group discussions and other interactive
techniques. A campus wide program should be put in place to help faculty develop
effective pedagogical strategies.

In addition, in order to aid professors in making their teaching more
responsive to these students needs, departments and programs should make regular
feedback from the students a required aspect of every class. Now, students usually
give feedback at the end of the course, but if professors had regular access to
feedback throughout the course, they would be able to adjust their teaching and
communicate a concern to their students about their learning. It would be best if this
feedback was collected in both oral and written form in order to get a rich amount of

information.
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- It would also be helpful if staff trained in interpreting this information and

skilled in classroom pedagogy could meet with faculty regularly to help them make
sense of the information and suggest specific changes in the classroom that would be
helpful. In light of the changing demographics facing colleges and universities,
these various areas of training and feedback would be invaluable not dnly for
immigrant students but also for minority students.

Another area that colleges and universities should be attentive to is the
student body. First, admissions need to be diligeﬂt in admitting a diverse student
body in terms of race, ethnicity and language. Right now, most, if not all collegés,
have any idea how many immigrant students are admitted within their ranks. Their
admission records do track minority students but not immigrant students. This needs
to change. How can an instituﬁon be responsive to a specific student population if it
doesn’t even know how many of this population reside on its campus?

Student orientation needs to include multicultural workshops for incoming
students to help them develop a sensitivity to others that may be racially, ethnically
and/or linguistically different from them. If we are to have inclusive, positive
learning classrooms for immigrzint students, we must have students who embrace
diversity rather than reject it.

Finally, the administrations at colleges and universities need to make a
concerted effort to maintain small class sizes. In the light of growing economic
pressures; this is increasingly difficult to do bﬁt large lecture halls of 50 or more

students is clearly not in the interest of student learning but rather the economic
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-bottom line. If higher education institutions fail to keep class size small with the

increasing numbers of minorities and immigrant students will be disadvantaged
furtﬁer. Immigrant and minority students seem to learn more in smaller more
personable classroom settings. Concerns for the need of improved classroom climate
are necessary to diminish an increasingly hostile classroom climate for students. If
these issues are not adequately addressed, for an increasingly large number of
students, learning will become secondary.
Conclusion

This exploratory study has yielded some potentially valuable observations
albeit very tentative due to the size and makeup of the study group. While
immigrant students parallel many of the experiences of other minorities, they also
seem to differ in significant ways. They, too, seemed to prefer classes where
professors and fellow students create a warm, comfortable, but academically
challenging and engaging atmosphere. They, too, seemed to not want to be tokens
for their cultural group and have felt alienated both culturally and linguistically at
times. They, too, have struggled with racism both overt and covert in the
classroom. And yet, they have seemed to be able to rise above it and mostly
experience the classroom climate positively as well as succeed academically. The
researcher attributes this positive attitude and success to what she calls an ethos of
learning. This ethos is a unique ability to overlook the negative influences of the
college classroom and focus on those areas that enable them, the immigrant student,

to learn. It seems to allow the student to employ personal effective strategies in the
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classroom that cause them to succeed rather than fail. These students truly are

extraordinary that théy can maintain a strong self of self efficacy even though they
encounter numerous hurdles. They seem to be academically succeeding despite their
experiences. Ho§v much more could they achieve if colleges and universities took
specific steps to accommodate their classroom climate needs? Hopefully; this study

will provide some impetus to do so.
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Dear student,

The purpose of this questionnaire is to learn about your background, skills and
interests before you begin the course. This will help your instructor better tailor
the course to the needs of the class. Your involvement is completely voluntary
and will not affect your performance in the course. You are free to skip any
question you do not wish to answer. Your individual responses will be held in the
strictest confidence. The results will be made available to you during your next
class session. If you have any questions regarding the questionnaire, please
contact your instructor. Thank you for your participation.

1) Please enter the course reference number(CRN) for the MAIN class.

i

ORI R——

Format: 99999
2) Which Inquiry class are you in?

‘ e
o
£

If you selected other please specify:

3) Why did you choose this particular Freshman Inquiry class?

I liked this theme the most
Someone recommended the class to me

The professor's reputation

DD DD

It fits best with my schedule

I have friends in the class

Other (please specify)
If you selected other please specify:

ot g e esond

4) Use the drop-down arrow to select your professor and mentor for this
course.

If you selected other please specify:

5) Please enter your first name.
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6) How old are you?

d
i
l 3

7) What is your gender?

Male
Female

Other (please specify)
If you selected other please specify:

8) What were you doing the year before you enroiled at PSU?

© Working

> Attending High Sthool

o Attending Community college

o Attending another 4-year university
o Taking care of family

e Traveling

c Military

Other (please specify)
ou selected other please specify:

9) In making your decision to go (or return) to college how important

was each of the following for you?




140

10) How important was each of the following factors in mak
decision to attend PSU?

=3
Q
<
o
=
=




11) What do you plan to major in while at PSU. (if undecided, please
select other and write in "undecided")

l

If you selected other please specify:

12) Which of the following best describes your immediate educational
plans?

e Earn a Bachelors degree from PSU

© Take courses in order to transfer to another institution
© Take courses for you own interest

¢ Take courses for professional development

e Take courses to explore career options

O

Not sure at this time

¢ Other (please specify)

If you selected other please specify:

13) What is the highest degree you expect to earn?

None

Associate (AA or AS)
Bachelors (BA or BS)
Master's

Professional (M.D., 1.D.)
PhD.D

Undecided

14) How many credits do you plan to take PER TERM during this
academic year?

141
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.-15) Where did you receive your academic advising/counseling for this
term (circle all that apply)?

New Student Orientation (July, all day)

New Student Orientation (Aug-Sept., half day)

Advising workshop offered by IASC during New Student Week or first week of term
Information &.Academic Support Center (IASC) '

College of Liberal Arts & Sciences (CLAS) Advising Office

Major Dept.

Other (please specify)
If you selected other please specify:

16) Do you think you understand the PSU graduation requirements?

© No

&

Yes

Not Sure

17) What are your greatest concerns about them?

18) Approximately what grade do you expect to achieve in this class?
OAOA-CB+OBOGB- O C+ & CcOCc-CD+C D

19) How many hours per week do you plan to work at a job during this
academic year?
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-20) Do you have access to a personal computer at home or at your work-
place?

©

Home
Work place
Both

Neither:

21) What was the highest level of education achieved by your father (or
equivalent thereof-primary male guardian)?

O

Did not graduate from high school
High school graduate

High School Equivalency (GED)
Some college

Bachelor's degree (B.A., B.S.)
Master's degree (M.A., M.S)

J.D. (law)

M.D. (Medicine)

Ph.D. or Ed.D.

Other (please specify)
If you selected other please specify:

22) What was the highest level of education achieved by your mother
(or equivalent thereof-primary female guardian)?

Did not graduate from high school

High school graduate

i

High School Equivalency (GED)
Some college

Bachelor's degree (B.A., B.S.)

O 0 D

Master's degree (M.A., M.S)

1.D. (law)

D D

M.D. (Medicine)

Ph.D. or Ed.D.

0

Other (please specify)



144
If you selec_ted other please specify: Ce

23) Please indicate how often you have done the following activities in
the past? I have had experience ...
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24) During your most recent academic year how many books have you
read on your own (not assigned for class) for enjoyment or academic
enrichment? '

25) During your senior year, did you perform some type of community

service that was not required?

No

26) During your senior year in High School, did your school require you
to perform some type of community service in order to graduate?

<

Yes

No

O

Other (please specify)
If you selected other please specify:
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- This online survey is powered by WebSurveyor,

Prior Learning Questionnaire

27) During your senior year in High School only, please list the
community service activities you performed. For example, “"Tutoring
elementary kids after school.

activity 1:

Activity 2:
Activity 3:
Activity 4:

28) On a scale of 1 to 7 how would you rate your experience performing
community service during your senior year in High School (circle one
only):

1 Real waste of : P I~ I~ o . 7 Really
time ' © 2030405060 Worthwhile

29) What did you like most about your experience performing
community service during your senior year.

i

30) What did you dislike most about your experience performing
community service during your senior year.

31) During the past year, how often have you engaged in the following:
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32) Which of the following is your top concern as you begin this year at
PSU?

Finances
Academic performance

Childcare

Employment

Family

£

Transportation to PSU

D

Housing

0

Other (please specify)
If you selected other please specify:
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33) How would you rate your ability with the following:

34) Which of the following concerns do you have about taking this
class? (select all that apply)

W
i

That I may not be smart enough to do a good job
That I might fail

0

That I may not be able to keep up with the work
That I may not make friends
That I may have taken too many credits

Other (please specify)
If you selected other please specify:
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35) Rate yourself on the following abilities. Try to give the most
accurate assessment of how you see yourself.
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36) How often do you expect to use the following methods of
transportation to get to school?

37) What kind of housing will you be living in during your first term at
PSU?

University housing (on campus)
Other private home, apartment, or room
With parents or relatives

Other (please specify)
If you selected other please specify:
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38) How far(in miles) do you live from campus? -

SRR,y || [-Y:'

39) How long (in_mjnutes) is your commute to school?

e TIAAULES

40) People use different terms to describe their race, such as Black,
White, Asian, or Native American. Which term(s) do you use to describe
your race? (You may write more than one.)

Race 1:
Race 2: |
Race 3:

41) People use different terms to describe their ethnicity/nationality,
such as: Italian, Russian,Korean, Mexican, or Colombian American.
Which term(s) do you use to describe yourself? (You may write more
than one.)

Ethnicity 1: |
Ethnicity 2:
Ethnicity 3:

e

42) Are you an international student?

' Yes & No

43) What is your primary language?
English

Other (please specify)
If you selected other please specify:

44) What other languages do you speak?

SNSRI PR———————



45) Please answer the following:

This online survey is powered by WebSurveyor,

Prior Learning Questionnaire

46) Do you intend to register to vote when you are eligible?

C(

Yes
No

47) Do you intend to vote when you are eligible?

o

Yes, for all elections

Yes, but for major (primary or general) elections only
No
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We appreciate your participation in completing this questionnaire and want to assure
you that your responses will remain confidential. If you have any questions regarding
this questionnaire, please contact your instructor. For the Spring follow-up to this -
questionnaire please provide us with your PSU email address in the space below:

Please enter your email address: I...............

This online survey is powered by WebSi.\rveyor.
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APPENDIX B

HUMAN SUBJECTS APPLICATION
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L | Immigrant Students and the College Classroom Climate in Higher
Education

The project is designed to understand how immigrant students who have
‘matriculated directly from American high schools and for whom English is their
second language are experiencing the climate of higher education classrooms.
Because of the limited research into this population, the study will be qualitative in
nature. Related research has identified several possible factors which may impacf
cléssroomvclimate perception. They are teacher/student relationship, student/peér
relationship, curriculum/pedagogy and English proficiency. Subjects will be thirty
college sophomores identified through a purposeful sampling who have successfully
completed their Freshman Inquiry courses and freshman year at PSU. Each of these
students will be contacted individually through the mail and participation will be
strictly voluntary. Because the students will be under 21, each student’s parent or
guardian will sign an informed consent release form and the research participant’s
anonymity will be strictly guarded. These subjects will participate in taped one-hour
focus groups. This data will then be transcribed and codified to uncover how
students are experiencing the climate of higher education and if this experience is
impactihg their academic performance. From this group of 30, 12 subjects will be
purposefully chosen to participate in taped in-depth 30-45 minute interviews in order
to try to gather additional déta based on the ideas which emerge in the focus groups.
These interviews will be transcribed and codified as well. Hopefully, from this

research, responsible parties in highér education will be able to identify and
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implement actions that will help make the experience of higher education more

accommodating for all Limited English Proficient immigrant students.
II. Exemption Claim for Waiver of Review
The project is not exempt.
III.  Subject Recruitment
A purposeful sample will be drawn from Portland State University
sophomores
who have completed their first year as well as the year—loné required genaal
education class, Freshman Inquiry. In addition these students will be traditional age
college students who have matriculated directly from American highschools and for
whom English is their second lénguage. One third of each of these students will
have a low, mid or high GPA. These students will be identified through the entering
and exit surveys associated with the Freshman Inquiry class and their GPA will be
determined through student records at PSU.
The researcher will initially mail letters to all prospective participants and
- from those who voluntarily choose to participate, thirty will be purposefully selected.
Special care will be in the selection process to ensure that participants are equally
balanced in terms of gender, race, ethnicity, major and first ianguage spoken so that
the information obtained is representative of as wide a range of subjects as possible.
IV. - Informed Consent

Once the subjects have been identified, the researcher will mail a letter which
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explains the nature of the study and their role within it. Within this letter, the

researcher will emphasize that their identities will remain anonymous to everyone
except the researcher and those who participate in the fdcus groups. If the subjects
are willing to participate in the study, they will be asked along with their parent or
guardian to read the informed consent form and as an agreement between the subject
and the résearcher, sign it and return it in the envelope provided. (See attached
student assent fofm.)
V. First-Person Scenario

I received a letter in the mail today which asked me to participate in a study

to try
and understand how immigrant students like myself are experiencing the college
classroom atmosphere and if this atmosphere is affecting how I am academically
doing in college. She stated that for those of us willing to participate in the study
that we would receive gift cards for the Portland State University bookstore. I
mailed back thé consent form that I signed after my parent said it was okay for me to
participate and about one month later I was contacted by phone to participate in a
focus group. I came t§ a small conference room at Portland State University and met
with the researcher as well as nine other students and we talked about how we would
react to possible scenarios in the classroom. At the conclusion of the group, each of
us received a gift card to the PSU bookstore. Later, I was contacted by the
researcher again and met with her alone to talk further about my classfoom

experiences. We met at a quiet café near the university and talked for about 30-45
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minutes more about my classroom experiences. At the conclusion of the interview,

she thanked me and gave me another gift card to use at the bookstore. Later, she
contacted me once more for me to read the data she had gathered from our interviews
to make sure that I felt it was accurate.
VL Potentiﬁl Risks and Safeguards

There are few risks to the subjects of this study. Their identity and the
information from both the focus groups and interviews will be kept confidential from
any persons who could affect their success at the university. When the information
is published, it will appear under pseudonyms. The researcher will not have any
other relationship with the subjects other than that of researcher. The impact this
may have on the subject is that there may be some discomfort in sharing their ideas
publicly within the focus groups and within the interviews. In addition, this study
will demand time from the subjects. Each subject will meet for one hour for the
focus groups and ten of these subjects will meet for an additional 30-45 minutes in
an in-depth interview. Finally, each will be asked to look over the researcher’s data
from the focus groups and interviews (for those who are chosen) for accuracy.
VIL. Potential Benefits

Each participant in the focus groups and the in-depth interviews will glean
a direct benefit by receiving a gift card from the Portland State Bookstore to help
his/her purchase needed supplies for school. Each participant may also benefit
indirectly. First, the study may validate participants and their experiences by

allowing their voices and experiences to be heard. Second, participants may be able
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to connect with-immigrant students in the focus groups and establish productive and

supportive relationships, and finally, the information gained from the study may lead
to increased understanding about this population which will be useful to instructors
and administrators in higher education.
VIIL Recor&s and Distribution
To maintain subject confidentiality, the researcher will only use pseudonyms
for
the names of the subjects. In addition, the subjecté’ responses and statements will be
‘coded either by numeric systems or by words or short phrases. The storage of
records and access materials which includes all audio recorded data, students’
records or files, and transcribed data will be képt in a locked cabinet in the
researcher’s private office. A desktop computer will be used during the process of
the study but it will be in the researcher’s private home office, the access to which is
only available to the researcher. By federal regulation, all data and records will be
kept on file for a minimum of three years after the completion of the smdy after
which they will be destroyed.
IX. Appendices

See Attached.
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Immigrant Students and the College Classroom Environment

Dear [prospective subject’s name]:

My name is Becky Boesch, and I am a Doctoral Student in Postsecondary Education
at Portland State University. I am beginning a study on how immigrant students are
experiencing the climate of the college classroom and would like to invite you to
participate.

You are being asked to take part because you are an immigrant student between the
ages of 18-21 who has graduated from an American high school and who speaks
English as your second language. As part of the study, I am interested in your
opinions and attitudes about how you are experiencing the college classroom. Ihope
that the information I collect will help us to better understand how immigrant
students feel about their college classroom experience. If you decide to participate,
you will be asked to participate in a focus group with 9 other participants for
approximately one hour. In addition, some of you may be asked to participate in an
additional 30-45 minute one-on-one interview. These focus groups and interviews
will involve answering questions about your college classroom experiences and how
these experiences may or may not have impacted your academic performance.

If you choose to participate in this study, you may feel uncertain about sharing your
ideas and experiences either with others and/or myself. However, I assure that every
effort will be made to make you feel comfortable and safe during the interviews. As
a token of appreciation for participating in this study, each student will receive a $25
gift card from the PSU bookstore. In addition, those that are asked to participate in
the one-on-one interviews will receive an additional $25 gift card from the
bookstore.

Any information that is obtained in connection with this study and that can be linked
to you or identify you will be kept confidential by the researcher. Subject identities
will be kept confidential by using pseudonyms and by coding information using a
numerical coding systems or word categories. All data will be stored in a locked file
cabinet or on private computer files which only myself, the researcher, will have
access to.

Participation is entirely voluntary. Your decision to participate or not will not affect
your relationship with the researcher or with Portland State University in any way. If
you decide to take part in the study, you may choose to withdraw at any time without
penalty. Please keep a copy of this letter for your records.

If you have concems or problems about your participation in this study or your rights
as a research subject, please contact the Human Subjects Research Review
Committee, Office of Research and Sponsored Projects, 111 Cramer Hall, Portland
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State University, (503) 725-4288. If you have questions about the study itself,
contact Becky Boesch at 117L Cramer Hall, Portland State University, (503) 725-
5975. '

If you would like to participate in this study, please review the attached informed
consent form, sign it, and return it in the enclosed envelope.

Sincerely,
Becky Boesch

EdD Doctoral Student
Portland State University
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Immigrant Students and the College Classroom Environment
In Higher Education

Student’s Name

You are invited to participate in a research study by Becky Boesch from Portland
State University, School of Education. The research is being conducted in partial
fulfillment of a doctor of Education degree and is under the supervision of Dr. Joan
Strouse. The researcher hopes to learn how immigrant students are experiencing the
climate of the higher education classroom and would like to invite you to participate.
You were selected as a possible participant in this study because you are an
immigrant student between the ages of 18-21 who speaks English as your second
language, have graduated from an American high school and have completed your
freshman year and FRINQ course.

If you decide to participate, you will be asked to take part in a one hour audio taped
group interview and possibly a 30-45 minute individual interview as well as look
over the researcher’s reporting of your information for accuracy at the conclusion of
the project. While participating in this study, it is possible that you may feel
uncomfortable about some of the information that you will need to share. Also, if
you choose to participate in this study, it will require some additional time. The
direct benefit you will receive from the study is a gift card or cards from the Portland
State bookstore. The study will help increase knowledge which will help others in
the future.

Because of the nature of the focus groups, your confidentiality cannot be assured
within the group setting. However, the researcher asks that each participant respect
the confidentiality of the other participants and that information given during the
focus groups as well as the identity of the participants not be shared outside of the
session. Any information that is obtained in connection with this study and that can
be linked to you or identify you will be kept confidential. This information will be
kept confidential by attaching pseudonym names and by keeping all data in a locked
file or on private computer files. Only the researcher will have access to this data.

Your participation is voluntary. You do no have to take part in this study, and it will
not affect your standing at Portland State University. You may also withdraw from
this study at any time without any impact or consequence to you.

If you have any concerns or problems about your participation in this study or your
rights as a research subject, please contact the Human Subjects Research Review
Committee, Office of Research and Sponsored Projects, 111 Cramer Hall, Portland
State University, (503) 725-4288. If you have any questions about the study itself,
contact Becky Boesch at 117L Cramer Hall, Portland State University, (503) 725-
5975.
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APPENDIX C

FOCUS GROUP INTERVIEW SCENARIOS
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Begin by introducing myself, the purposes of my research and my appreciation for

theirbparticipation in the study. Special note will be made how their identities will be

kept confidential and the research materials locked.

1. Warm Up: Could each briefly introduce yourself and tell us a little about your
freshman year at PSU? (For example, what subjects have your studied? What kinds
of classes did you take?) Explain that they will hear three possible student

experiences and they will be asked to respond to each.
Scenario One

Traﬁ and Vinh, Vietnamese immigrants, both attend the same modern American
history class. Tran is frustrated by the professor because she never asks for his ideas
or questions, even when the class was studying the Vietnam war. In fact, he feels
that she barely acknowledges him. Thanh, on the otﬁer hand, is glad the professor

never asks him questions and lets him sit quietly in the back of the room.

Which student comes closest to how you would feel in this situation? Tran or

Thanh? Please explain?
Scenario Two

Serena has been coming to math class for three weeks now. She soon realized that
she was the only immigrant student in the class. Her fellow students have started to
form friendships and even though she has tried to get to know her fellow students,

she has been unsuccessful. Maybe they don’t understand her English accent. The
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- other day, she heard one of her classmates say that Mexicans need to “go back where

they came from.” If you were Serena, which of the following choices best reflect

what you would do? Please explain

A. Drop the class and try to find another one with classmates who accept her.

B. Remain in the class and focus on getting her education.

Scenario Three

Slavic and Katarina are enrolled in a class that regularly has small group discussions.
Each student is expected to share their understanding of the readings as well as
formulate new ideas to present to the class. Slavic likes that he can explore his ideas
with others and practice his English. Katarina is frustrated and intimidated by the
class. She is in college to learn expert knowledge from her professor, not talk with
her fellow classmates. She also feels that her English is not very good and is afraid

to talk in the group.

Which student comes closest to how you would feel? Slavic or Katarina? Please

explain.
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APPENDIX D

INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
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Introduction:

Introduce myself again and thank the student for coming. Reassure them that all
their responses will be kept strictly confidential and any reporting of their comments
within the dissertation will be made under a false name. Remind them that they will
have an opportunity to read the reporting of their comments in my dissertation and

make any changes that they feel were incorrect or misrepresented.

Questions

1. Tell me about your PSU Classroom experiences. Would you say that they have
been generally positive or negative? Please explain what factors have
contributed to your perception.

2. Please think of a college class that you have taken that you particularly enjoyed.
Please explain the specific aspects of the class_that made it an enjoyable
experience.

»  How, if anything did the professor contribute to this positive experience?
What specific things did he/she do to create a positive learning
environment for you?

»  How, if anything did your fellow students contribute to this positive
experience? What specific things did they do to create a positive learning
environment for you?

=  How, if anything, did the classroom p_edagogy—Jecture, size, small

groups, discussions—contribute to this positive experience? What
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specific things happened in the class to create a positive learning

environment for you?
How, if anything did the class content contribute to this positive
experience? What specific things did you study that created a positive

learning environment for you?

3. Please think of a college class that you have taken that you particularly disliked.

Please explain the specific aspects of the class that made it an unpleasant

experience.

How, if anything did the professor contribute to this negative experience?
What specific things did he/she do to create a negative learning
environment for you? |

Ho§v, if anything did your fellow stﬁdents contribute to this negative
experience? What specific things did they do to create a negative
learning environment for you?

How, if anything, did the classroom pedagogy—Ilecture, size, small

- groups, discussions—contribute to this negative experience? What

si)eciﬁc things happened in the class to create a negative learning
environment for you?

How, if anything did the class content contribute to this negative
experience? What specific things did you study that created a negative

learning environment for you?
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4. Do you think that you have been successful in your college classes? If so, why

do you think you have done well? If not, what do you think has hindered your

success?
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