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Hmong Language, Culture and Learning:
A Coursefor Teachers

Donald F. Hones
University of Wisconsin—-Oshkosh

Hmong Language, Culture, and Learning is a new re-
quired coursewithinthe English asa Second Language (ESL)
and Bilingual Education minors at the University of Wis-
consin Oshkosh. It isacourse designed to familiarize teach-
ers and others with the language, culture, and educational
issuesrelevant to Hmong peoplein the United States. Areas
of exploration include the nature of Hmong language, Hmong
history, thetraditional family and clan structure, child-rear-
ing mores, healing practices, marriage and funeral practices,
and educational beliefsand practices. Contemporary devel-
opments and adjustment issues within the Hmong commu-
nities are discussed, especially school achievements and
challenges, intergenerational conflicts, youth gangs, and the
need to provide high expectations and supportive educational
environments for Hmong children, youth, and families.

Rationale

Supporters of America's “secret war” inside Laos,
Hmong refugees began arriving in the Fox Valley areain
1975, and today their children comprise approximately 10%
or more of many areaschools. Previously, local districts had
called for aone credit course to help teachers better under-
stand the world of Hmong children and adolescents. In the
last few years, many teachers and students have also ex-
pressed an interest in learning basic Hmong language as part
of such acourse. To meet the need of language study aswell
as in-depth study of the history and culture of the Hmong,
we created a4-credit course, and offered it for thefirst time
in the summer of 2001. Unfortunately, our university does
not have aHmong professor at present who could teach the
language. Therefore, we recruited Txerthov Vang, who,
besidesworking asabilingual interpreter and liaison for the
schools, and producing acommunity accesstel evision show,
teaches Hmong language to Hmong children and youth in
the community. Mr. Vang and | became co-teachersfor the
new course.

The Hmong have been a presence in area schools and
communitiesfor over 25 years, and the studentsin thiscourse,
most of whom were experienced classroom teachers, had
some background knowledge about why the Hmong had
come as refugees to the United States; the students were
also aware of some of the issues facing the Hmong commu-
nity intransition inthiscountry. However, an in-depth study
of the history, culture, and community issues was quite re-
vealing for students and for myself aswell. Welearned, for
example, that not all the Hmong inside L aos sided with Vang
Paoin hissupport for the American CIA’'s" secret war” against
the Vietnamese communists. As a result of a decades-old

clan rivalry among the Hmong people, some Hmong sided
with the Vietnamese and the Laotian communists (Quincy,
2000).

We were also forced to try to comprehend the scale of
the tragedy of the Hmong peopl e as we listened to stories of
the war from Txerthov Vang and other Hmong elders.
Txerthov was recruited to fight at the age of 12 in 1969. He
spent the next 10 yearsof hislifeasasoldier, serving Genera
Vang Pao, and | ater, within the Chao Faresistance. Hetold of
working sentry duty, alone, locked inside asmall bunker, hav-
ing to stay awake and fight against any encroaching enemy
until help arrived. Hetold of hisescape from Laosinthelate
1970s, walking for daysthrough the tracklessjungle in order
to avoid army patrols and land mines; of encountering the
many dead along thetrail, asyoung and old alikefinally suc-
cumbed to a lack of food and water, and sat or lay down,
never to arise again. Txerthov said, “Eachtime| saw a dead
body, | was so surprised that | had not joined them yet. . .| was
gtill alive.” After finishing hisharrowing tale, he reminded us
that it wasacommon story, and that we could hear it from any
Hmong person of about his age.

Objectives and Requirements

Through classroom discussions, research, participant
observations in schools and community settings, presenta-
tions, and written assignments, our goals were that students
would demonstrate the following knowledge, performances,
and dispositions: (a) knowledge of the historical relation-
ship between the Hmong people and the U.S.; (b) knowl-
edge of the Hmong journey from Laos to the United States;
(c) knowledge of and respect for Hmong history, culture,
and religion; (d) knowledge of and respect for the multiple
challenges facing Hmong children and their families in
America; (€) ability to utilizetechniquesthat can assist teach-
ersin providing successful learning experiencesfor Hmong
students; and (f) ability to utilize strategies that can help
educators and community leaders to assist the Hmong to
become full partners in the U.S. society while preserving
important aspects of their culture. In addition, through par-
ticipation in language lessons, computer-assisted learning,
and community-based research, we expected students to
develop basic oral and written communication skillsin the
Hmong language and demonstrate ability to utilize Hmong-
English bilingual materials and booksin classroom settings.

Our students met these objectives through the follow-
ing required activities: (a) conducting ethnographic research
withinthe Hmong community and shared their resultsthrough
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a paper and oral report, (b) discussing various issues of
Hmong language, culture, and learning in the classroom and
on awebsite discussion board, (c) observing and volunteer-
ing in bilingual Hmong/English classrooms and assisting
teacherswith curriculum material s, teaching, and assessment,
and (d) analyzing the bilingual Hmong/English program at
the school wherethey volunteered in critical discussionsand
inapaper. Graduate students prepared atwo-week curricu-
lar unit about the Hmong based on their research.

Txerthov Vang, our Hmong languageinstructor, focused
on teaching basic greetings, extending and accepting hospi-
tality, listening to and giving directions, and learning vo-
cabulary for family relationships. Our goa wasthat teachers
would learn enough Hmong to make children, as well as
parents and other relatives, feel welcome when visiting or
attending classrooms. We also wished to prepare students
for visitsto Hmong homes. The written script taught in our
class was the Hmong Roman Phonetic Alphabet (RPA), the
most commonly used Hmong al phabet in the United States.

Course Themes

Therewere several common elements, that ran through
each class meeting. We opened with a Hmong folktale, fol-
lowed by adiscussion (Livo and Cha, 1991); students cop-
ied down a Hmong proverb and receive an English
tranglation of it (Heimbach, 1980); and, during the last part
of class, studentsreceived approximately one hour of Hmong
language instruction. Therest of each class was devoted to
the study and discussion of themes in Hmong history, cul-
tural practices, family, and educational issues (Faderman,
1998; Hamilton-Merritt, 1993; and Thao, 1999). Fourteen
themeswere elaborated through lectures, videos, discussions,
and guest speakers, and included the origins of the Hmong
people, Hmong History in Chinaand Laos, the Hmong role
in the wars in Southeast Asia (1950s-1975), Hmong resis-
tance and exodus from Laos (1975-1989), life in refugee
camps, relocation and acculturation in the United States, tra-
ditional Hmong cultural practices, extended family and clan
networks, Shamanism and Christianity, and Hmong Cultural
change in the United States as well as educational issues,
generational issues, gender issues, and Hmong/English bi-
lingual efforts.

An ongoing dialogue within our course involved the
complex changes going on within the Hmong cultural com-
munity in the United States, and educational effortsto sup-
port Hmong children, youth, and families. The changing
role of Hmong women, the generation and language gap
between youth and elders, traditional practices such as sha-
manism and Christianity, socioeconomic concerns, and edu-
cational achievement. Thisdialogue began in the classroom
and continued during our stay in St. Paul, where we could
address questions to Hmong school personnel and commu-
nity members.

St. Paul Hmong Community Visit

A special feature of the summer course was aone-week
visit to St. Paul, Minnesota, the cultural heart of Hmong
America. Therestudentsdid participant observation at two
charter schools, Hope Community Academy and the St. Paul/
ACORN Dual Language Academy. Outside of these school
experiences, students attended workshops and collected data
on cultural, historical, political, and linguistic themes, and
participated in homestays with Hmong familiesin the Twin
Cities.

The Twin Cities of Minnesota are home to the largest
enclave of Hmong refugeesin the United States. 1n St. Paul,
there is the Hmong Chamber of Commerce, the Hmong
Cultural Center, the Hmong Language Association of Min-
nesota, the Hmong Times newspaper, and various other or-
ganizations. There are also two relatively new charter
schools which primarily serve children of the Hmong com-
munity: the St. Paul/ACORN Dual Language Academy, an
elementary school with an approximately 50% Hmong stu-
dent population; and the Hope Community Academy, aK-3
school with approximately 90% Hmong students. Each of
these charter schools arose out of the Hmong community’s
concern that their children receive a strong academic edu-
cation, as well as classes in Hmong language and culture.
Each school wasin session in late June, and each welcomed
avisit from our students.

During our visitsto the Hope and ACORN academies,
the content and structure of the Hmong language and cul-
ture classes at these schools proved interesting to observe.
At Hope, the language teacher weaves the arts and
storytelling into each of her Hmong lessons. After reading a
story in Hmong and English, she typically has students en-
gageinan art project related to traditional practicesin Hmong
culture. Around her room are many photographs and scenes
of life in Laos, and she consistently seeks to remind stu-
dents of the way of life of their grandparents and relatives
till living in Southeast Asia. At the ACORN Academy, the
Hmong instructors have developed their own curriculum,
which they are extending to 8" grade, as the school will ex-
pand to include middle school next year. The Hmong cur-
riculum is connected to the state standards; thus, for the
middle school grades, students in the Hmong class will be
researching the origin and life of the Hmong peoplein China.
For studentsfrom the Fox Valley areaof Wisconsin, visiting
these schools was a great opportunity to see how an educa-
tional program might be better structured to serve Hmong
children and youth.

During our week-long stay in St. Paul, our students spent
their mornings at the Hope and ACORN Academies, with
each student being placed two days in each school. In the
afternoons, we would reconvene for workshops with the
academies, Hmong language and culture teachers, program
directors for English as a Second Language, and commu-
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nity activists for women'’s health and teen pregnancy pre-
vention. We also made site visits to the Hmong Lao Asso-
ciation, the Hmong Times Newspaper, the Center for Hmong
Artsand Talent, the Hmong L anguage A ssociation of Min-
nesota, the Hmong ABC Book Store, and the Hmong Cul-
ture Center. Intheevenings, homestayswith Hmong families
were available, and for many of our studentsthisfamily ex-
perience was the most enlightening aspect of the course.

A Pahau Hmong Language L esson

It isasweltering late afternoon in St. Paul, Minnesota.
The thermometer, which has hovered around 100 degrees
all day dips back down into the mid-90s. But as| sit with
about 30 others in an unmarked storefront house in the
Frogtown neighborhood, alargefan blowing listlessly at my
back and a gaping hole above the door where the air condi-
tioner was supposed to go, it somehow seems hotter than
the street temperature. My students, my colleague Txerthov
Vang, and | are attending a Pahau Hmong language lesson
at the headquarters of the Hmong Language Association of
Minnesota. Having Txerthov Vang accompany usto St. Paul
opened many doorsinto the Hmong community, not least of
which was his connection to the Pahau Hmong language. |
had noticed that when hetook notes, he used the Pahau script.
He shared with methat helearned to read and write by learn-
ing the Pahau in Laos. By making afew phone calls, he set
up our evening at the Pahau language lesson.

Theteacher isayoung man dressed in traditional cloth-
ing. Hisstudents, varying in age from approximately 9-15,
areall Hmong. Several Hmong adults and teenagers come
in and out of the house, or talk quietly in the back of the
room. Onthewallsare picturesand photographsfrom Laos,
including a series of photographs of notable Hmong lead-
ers, including Touby Ly Fong and Vang Pao. In the back,
near the door, isaflag of the Chao Famovement, aspiritual
as well as military threat to the communist government in
Laos. Inthefront of the room, on either side of the black-
board, are the characters of the Pahau writing system, the
system being taught in this classroom. In the upper right
corner of the room, in a place of honor, is a large photo-
graph of Shong Lue, anilliterate farmer who first taught the
Pahau to other Hmong villagersin the 1960s. Some believe
he invented this complex writing system, while others ac-
cept his own story, that he was taught the Pahau by two an-
gelsfrom heaven (Smalley, Vang, and Yang, 1990). Txerthov
Vang, introduces me to one of the leaders of the Hmong
Language Association of Minnesota. Heisasmall manwith
graying hair, probably in his forties or fifties, yet his eyes
have abrightness | have seldom encountered. The Chao Fa
flag, the Pahau lesson, the attentive students learning how
towritetheir language, the stifling humidity insidetheroom,
the bright eyes and calm voice of this Hmong elder? How
does one separate the language | esson from the spiritual path
of Shong Lue's followers, or the revolutionary aims of the

Chao Fa, still fighting inside Laos? Such questions occur to
my students and myself many timesaswetry to learn about
Hmong language and culture in the heart of the Midwest.

On our last morning in St. Paul, | discovered Txerthov
Vang in conversation with another Hmong elder in thelobby
of our hotel. Txerthov introduced meto ChiaKoua Yang, a
leading disciple of Shong L ue, thefirst teacher of the Hmong
Pahau script. Liketheelder | had met at the Pahau lesson, |
wasimpressed with the brightness of ChiaKouaYang'seyes,
and the calmness of his voice, incongruous in some ways
with the noisy lobby of the downtown hotel.

Response to the Course

Students shared their reflections about this course
through classroom and website discussions, through reflec-
tive papers, and in final evaluative comments. Their re-
sponse, generally, wasvery favorable. The coursereadings,
videos, and guest lectureswere valued, and Mr. Vang's con-
tributionsasalanguage and cultural expert were highlighted.
Yet, it was the experience of St. Paul’s Hmong community
which caused the most comments from students. A kinder-
garten teacher wrote, “ It was an incredible educational jour-
ney, that began in our classroom and with our reading. We
then were able to take this a step further and actually learn
about the Hmong culture first hand. My head is still spin-
ning with all | learned last week.” A high school English
teacher wrote, “Not only did | learn about the language and
culture of the Hmong, | was endowed with the knowledge of
their history. . .Mr. Vang's offeringswere awesome. Hewas
an excellent addition to the class and the instruction. He
made everything much easier to relate to.” “Visiting the
schools,” wrote afourth grade teacher, “taught me so much,
not only being with the students, but the teachers, commu-
nity helpers, and assistants. . .| would recommend thistrip
to everyone to learn first hand the background on and the
Hmong focus for the future.” Finally, a high school social
studies teacher wrote, “The St. Paul trip did for me what a
great educational experience should do: It created moreis-
sues for me to think about and inspired a desire to continue
learning about the Hmong culture so that | can be an effec-
tive educator when dealing with Hmong students and their
families.”

The students also made several valuable recommenda-
tionsfor the course. These included ideas about organizing
the language lessons, and teaching the language in the first
hour of class when students were fresh; suggestions for the
homestays, including ideas about what to bring, staying in
pairs, and seeking out both progressive and traditional fami-
lies, and arranging additional visits to the schools during
the academic year, in order to compare the charter programs
with regular public schoolswhich servelarge Hmong popu-
lations. In addition to these supportive comments and use-
ful suggestions from students, we were able to talk to
personnel at the two academies about their evaluation of
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our visit. The principals and teachers of the two schools
responded very favorably; they were impressed by our stu-
dents, and would like to continue the relationship we have
started, perhaps involving bilingual student teachers from
our university at sometimein the future.

Future Directions

Our Hmong L anguage, Cultureand L earning coursewill
be offered yearly at our university, and we hope to continue
to build on the success of this first experience. With the
support of Mr. Vang, we hope to develop more opportuni-
tiesfor student projectslocally in the Fox Valley, including
ethnographic work with Hmong families. In addition, we
continue to build up our library of Hmong language re-
sources, including Hmong bilingual books, and hope to en-
courage within the schoolsin our area which serve Hmong
students and families. The teachers who took our summer
course have developed curricular units focusing on the
Hmong culture, and we need to document how these units
are delivered in schools, and encourage greater dialogue
about the need for such cross-cultural focuses among all
teachers. Finally, studentsin this summer course have in-
spired us to make plans to offer it some day in Southeast
Asia, with the possibility of visiting Hmong communitiesin
Laos. The success of multicultural and bilingual education,
however, will come through local initiatives. The Hmong
have made a great journey, and are in our midst. We only
need to step outside our door and welcome them to begin
our own journey of linguistic and cultural discovery.
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