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Abstract

In education research, the analysis of the role of cultural capital has focused
primarily on its role in parent involvement. Little attention has been paid to how
cultural capital affects the attitudes or feelings of parents about their worth and
roles as parents. In this article | examine the impact of the exclusionary
characteristic of cultural capital on refugee Hmong parents from Wat Tham
Krabok. I highlight themes of uncertainty, powerlessness, gratitude and faith that
parents repeatedly raised when speaking about their children’s education. |
suggest that paying attention to the affective—emotional—consequences of
cultural capital is critical for understanding the outlook of refugee Hmong parents
on their children’s education.

Beginning in the spring of 2004, approximately 15,000 Hmong refugees were relocated to the
United States (Hang et al., 2004)*. These Hmong refugees were part of an estimated 40,000
living in an unauthorized camp located on the grounds of Wat Tham Krabok (WTK), a Buddhist
temple 90 miles from Bangkok (Grigoleit, 2006; Hang et al., 2004). Of the refugees who were
relocated to the United States approximately 5,000 came to Saint Paul, Minnesota (Hang, et al.,
2004), part of a metropolitan area estimated to have the largest urban Hmong population in the
world (Minneapolis Foundation, 1999). The WTK Hmong refugees were unique in that 52% of
the residents were younger than fifteen years old (Hang et al., 2004). This refugee population
was also distinctive in that educational opportunities were available to less than half of the
children and very few adults (Hang et al., 2004).

The limited education of Hmong adults from WTK is not unlike the majority of the
Hmong population in the United States. According to the 2000 U.S. Census, 59% of Hmong
Americans ages twenty-five and over have less than a high education. In addition, Census figures
reveal that 35.1% of Hmong households are “linguistically isolated.” In these households no one
over the age of fourteen speaks only English or speaks a non-English language and English “very
well.” In other words, all members of the household over fourteen have some difficulty speaking
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English (U.S. Census, 2000). For WTK parents, their limited experience with formal education
in general and with U.S. institutions in particular resulted in a dependence on relatives, friends,
and school district staff in decisions pertaining to their children’s education (Bigelow, et al.,
2005).

This article examines the consequences of the inexperience of WTK Hmong parents with
formal education in general and educational institutions in the United States in particular. It
reveals that their limited experience with schools, unfamiliarity about the roles of students,
teachers, school staff, and their roles as parents have practical consequences for understanding
and engaging in their children’s education. Moreover, and significantly, it explicates the
emotional toll on parents who are unable to help themselves and their children.

In the next section, | review the literature on cultural capital and education, highlighting
research with immigrant parents. | then outline the methods used in this study. I then present my
research findings, integrating into this analysis a discussion of research on the school experiences
of immigrants (especially Hmong and Southeast Asian) and parent involvement. | conclude by
offering directions for research on cultural capital and Hmong immigrant parents.

Cultural Capital and Education

Educational researchers interested in how schools reproduce existing social inequalities often
turn to the concept of social reproduction. The work of French sociologist, Pierre Bourdieu
(1977, 1986) on cultural capital has especially contributed to the social reproduction perspective.
As Lee and Bowen (2006; see also Bourdieu, 1986; Olneck, 2000; Robbins, 2000) pointed out,
for parents cultural capital in education exists in three forms:

personal dispositions, attitudes, and knowledge gained from experience; connections to
education-related resources (e.g., books, computers, academic credentials); and
connections to education-related institutions (e.g., schools, universities, libraries). (p.
197)

Similarly, Olneck (2000) drew on Bourdieu’s work to detail three forms of cultural capital:

First, cultural capital is embodied in styles and manners and in modes of bearing,
interaction, and expression. It is also embodied in cultural preferences and affinities, in
apparently intuitive responses to valued distinctions and institutional expectations, and in
ease and facility with valued ways of knowing and reasoning and with valued schemes of
appreciation and understanding. Finally, it is embodied in the command of valued
cultural knowledge (p. 219).

The “capital” obtained through having certain cultural background, knowledge, dispositions, and
skills play a central role in academic success and failure.

As explained by Bourdieu (1977), cultural capital—socially valued “highbrow” behavior
and knowledge (e.g., reading literature, attendance at theaters, concerts, and museums, and/or
interest in art and classical music)—is more likely to manifest itself in families of high
socioeconomic status. Schools legitimate this culture of the dominant classes by systematically
rewarding that of dominant upper-and middle-class groups while devaluing the cultural capital of
those from low-income backgrounds (Bourdieu, 1977). Educational success for students
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“depends upon the previous possession of the instruments of appropriation” (Bourdieu, 1977, p.
493-4; emphasis added).

Educational institutions implicitly demand that everyone possess the linguistic and
cultural competence that it does not provide:

By doing away with giving explicitly to everyone what it implicitly demands of
everyone, the educational system demands of everyone alike that they have what it does
not give. This consists mainly of linguistic and cultural competence and the relationship
of familiarity with culture which can only be produced by family upbringing when it
transmits to the dominant culture (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 494).

For those who do not have the background knowledge or upbringing required by U.S.
educational institutions, navigating the educational process is that much more challenging.
Parent involvement and academic success and failure is thus less about commitment to education
and natural talents and more about social class background (Lareau, 1989; Lareau & Horvat,
1999; Vincent et al., 1999).

As numerous researchers have pointed out, parents who understand and share the same
middle-class values of schools are better able to assist in their children’s education (Fine, 1993;
Lareau, 1989; Lareau & Horvat, 1999). However and problematically, the “codes” or
“familiarization” that would enable parents to assist their children “belong only to those who
have acquired culture or, at least, the dispositions necessary for the acquisition of academic
culture, by means of familiarization” (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 495).

The exclusionary character of cultural capital leads to “moments of exclusion” (Lareau &
Horvat, 1999). Within the context of schools, parents’ differing notions and experiences with
education affect their perceptions of their roles as parents and the roles of students, teachers, and
school staff. In turn, this has deep ramifications for children’s academic achievement. For
example, we know from Smith-Hefner (1999) and Um’s (1997) research with Cambodian
students and parents that parents have different understandings of social hierarchy. One result of
this different understanding of appropriate social relations is a reluctance by Cambodian parents
to question school teachers and staff. Additionally, parents who are not familiar with educational
practices such as fundraisers, “back to school” nights, PTA/PTOs, or volunteering in schools, are
less able to assist their children or be “involved” in their education (Lopez, 2001; Pomerantz et
al., 2007). Other research has revealed that some parents have limited ideas about career options,
the role and importance of extracurricular activities, or the process of college admissions. This
results in situations where parents pressure children to pursue careers in medicine or law (Um,
2003), disapprove of participation in school extracurricular activities (Um, 2003), or remain
uninvolved in the college application (e.g., financial aid, college placement exams, college
choice) process (Ngo, 2000; Teranishi, 2004).2

In education research, the analysis of the role of cultural capital has focused primarily on
its role in parent involvement. In large part, this is because parent involvement has been shown
to be associated with children’s academic performance (Lee & Bowen, 2006). The focus on
parents within the “parent involvement” research has focused on involvement as a “scripted role
to be ‘performed’ (Lopez, 2001, p. 417) and on the quantity of involvement (e.g., number of
parents, time invested in activities) (Pomerantz et al., 2007). General parent involvement
research has especially been about whether parents are attending parent-teacher conferences,
attending children’s school activities, volunteering in children’s schools, assisting children with
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homework, or talking to children about school (Fan & Chen, 2001; Jeynes, 2003; Lee & Bowen,
2006). The few studies that have focused on immigrant parent involvement (see, e.g., Collignon
et al., 2001; Delgado-Gaitan, 2004; Garcia Coll et al., 2002; Valdes, 1996) particularly point to
the cultural capital in English-language-proficiency and knowledge about school structures that
are barriers to immigrant parent involvement. Taken together, this research demonstrates the
ways cultural capital has practical consequences for parent involvement, because it limits the
ability of parents to participate in their children’s education. Little attention has been paid to the
affective consequences—the ways cultural capital influences the attitudes or feelings of parents
about the roles of schools and teachers and their worth and roles as parents.

In this article | reveal the practical consequences of cultural capital on refugee Hmong
parents from Wat Tham Krabok. Moreover and significantly, | also demonstrate the affective or
emotional consequences of cultural capital on the outlook of refugee Hmong parents about their
children’s education. | highlight themes of uncertainty, powerlessness, gratitude and faith that
parents repeatedly raised when speaking about their children’s education.

Methodology

This article draws on research from a larger evaluation study of the Transitional Language
Centers set up by the Saint Paul Public Schools to assist with the language transition of Wat
Tham Krabok (WTK) students. This article focuses on the experiences of WTK Hmong parents
with their children’s education. The guiding questions for this article include: a) How did
cultural capital influence Hmong parents’ experiences and perspectives on their children’s
education? and b) What were the emotional or affective effects of cultural capital on Hmong
parents?

Data for this article come from focus group interviews (Krueger & Casey, 2000) with
Hmong parents that assessed their experiences with the language programs at three Transitional
Language Centers (TLCs) and two Language Academy (LAs) where their young children
attended elementary school. I hired and trained a Hmong bilingual community member to assist
me with this project. | trained the assistant on how to recruit participants and conduct the
interviews. This Hmong bilingual assistant recruited the parents through phone calls and
conducted the focus group interviews in Hmong. Having a research assistant collect the data for
this study was important because | wanted to provide the new refugee Hmong parents with a
forum where they could speak candidly about their experiences. With this in mind, | consciously
selected a Hmong bilingual assistant who was not affiliated with the school district or university.
This assistant also had over fifteen years of experience working with Hmong new arrivals in a
social service setting.

The refugee Hmong parents were recruited from a list provided by the St. Paul Schools.
This list included all Wat Tham Krabok parents with children in the five elementary schools.
With the assistance of the school district, transportation was provided for the parents to attend
the focus groups. The five focus groups included an average of eight parents, with a total of
thirty-eight parents participating in the study. The parent participants included eighteen fathers
and twenty mothers. To thank them for their time, the parents were given a gift certificate
honorarium of $20 to Target stores.

The five focus group interviews took place in the evening at a Hmong social service
agency familiar to the Hmong parents. The audio-recorded interviews lasted approximately one
and a half hours. Hmong parents were asked questions pertaining to several aspects of their
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experiences with their children’s education at the TLCs and LAs, including program logistics,
school atmosphere, language instruction, and teaching. The interviews were transcribed and
translated by the Hmong bilingual research assistant. These interview transcripts were coded in a
two-step process (Emerson, Fretz & Shaw, 1995). | first coded line-by-line to identify and flesh
out all possible ideas or issues (Miles & Huberman, 1994). In the second phase of coding and
analysis, the transcripts were analyzed and coded a second time, focusing on specific topics that |
identified as especially of interest (Miles & Humberman, 1994). This article draws on this more
focused set of ideas (Strauss & Corbin, 1998; Wolcott, 1994).

While the bilingual research assistant was essential to the study, | recognize the reliance
on an assistant for data collection due to language obstacles increases the limitations of the study.
Nevertheless, as one of few studies that focuses on the perspectives of Hmong parents, this
research makes a considerable contribution to the field of Southeast Asian American education.
It points to ways forward for future research with Hmong and other Southeast Asian parents.

Practical Consequences

The overarching message that the refugee Hmong parents conveyed in the focus group
interviews was appreciation for the assistance and work of teachers and staff. They were grateful
for efforts such as the language assistance provided by the Transitional Language Centers and
Language Academies, efforts by teachers to communicate with them via letters and phone calls,
and initiative by teachers to make appointments with them to discuss their children’s progress.
Parents also pointedly commented on the respect teachers showed them and their children in
contrast to their poor treatment in Thailand (Bigelow et al., 2005; Grigoleit, 2006). Despite the
expressions of appreciation for the efforts of the school district, teachers and staff, the accounts
of parents about their experiences with their children’s education included an undercurrent of
uncertainty and fear.

According to Grenfell and James (1998) cultural capital “should be understood in terms
of its practical consequences” (p.22). For parents who want to engage in their children’s
education, not having the obligatory cultural capital to navigate educational institutions is a
significant disadvantage (Lareau, 1989; Vincent et al., 1999). The “practical consequences” of
lack of experience among immigrant parents with U.S. institutions and practices may manifest in
a variety of ways. This includes not knowing about the array of career paths available to their
children beyond professions in medicine or law (Maira, 2002; Um, 2003), being able to help
children with homework (Gibson, 1988), understanding the importance of extracurricular
activities (Um, 2003), or knowing about the prestige differences among colleges and universities,
or about admissions details such as fee waivers, financial aid, or standardized admissions tests
(Ngo, 2000; Gandara, 1995). Critical decisions such as college choice are made by children on
their own, with the assistance of school staff, or with the help of older siblings and friends (Ngo,
2000; Teranishi, 2004).

Not Knowing

For the refugee Hmong parents, their inexperience with U.S. schools resulted in “practical
consequences” such as not being able to help children with homework and not knowing the
meaning of grades. As articulated by one parent, “Homework is one of the biggest concerns for
the kids like math problems, reading and science. Before the kids can do anything at all they
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have to be able to read and understand English first. No one at home can help.” During the focus
group interviews, parents repeatedly inquired about homework assistance as well as additional
tutoring programs to help their children, since they were unable to do so (Bigelow et al., 2005).
In addition to homework, another specific issue of concern for the parents included the meaning
of grades on report cards. Despite multiple conversations with teachers, the refugee Hmong
parents struggled with understanding grades:

They do give us report cards and we really don’t know how to read them. They only do
ABC’s and what does it mean? We don’t know how to interpret them. | have talked to the
Hmong teachers a couple times but they said the same thing. They can’t really give us a
better reason why.

This concern about not really knowing how well their children were doing was reiterated by
other parents. One parent even used understandings of how grades worked in Laos and Thailand
as a reference point:

I would like to know how well they are doing. Is this child ahead of the class or behind?
Whenever we go to the conferences they always say that he or she is doing well. But
sometimes | see that they are struggling and not doing well. So I would like to know
where exactly they rank. For example, in Laos and in Thailand they rank by percent if
they rank at 60% and up meaning they are at the passing grade. But if they are under 50%
meaning they fail. This is exactly what we want to know.

As this excerpt reveals, the expectations of refugee parents for U.S. practices were informed by
their experiences with educational institutions in Thailand. While this knowledge may afford
them with cultural capital to navigate schools in Thailand, it is less helpful for the U.S. context.

The Hmong parents in all of the focus groups were painfully aware that they did not have
the experience and skills to support their children’s education. They made remarkably insightful
comments about their ability to assist their children. One parent particularly commented on how
their lack of formal education made them dependent on the advice of relatives when choosing
schools for their children: “Some of us have never gone to a formal school and know very little
about the education system. It was hard to for us to make that decision.” Another parent echoed
this sentiment: “We don’t know the education system in this country well enough to know to tell
what the right thing is and what the wrong thing is.” Indeed, as a parent pointed out, because
they have had no experiences with schools themselves, they really do not know what to expect:
“We don't know how many programs total this school has for our children. Many of us have
never gone to school and we don't know the school system well enough to know what a school
should have.” Not knowing the school system not only means not knowing what to expect, but
also not knowing what questions to ask: “Later when we are able to speak more English and
have a better understanding of the school system. I am sure we'll have more questions and know
what to ask.”

These comments poignantly reveal the lack of knowledge about and inexperience with
U.S. schools. They are significant because they point to the way cultural capital positions them
as non-knowers. But moreover, the comments highlight the difficulty refugee parents have with
being engaged in their children’s education, and as advocates for their children. As a researcher
seeking to understand the perspective of parents on the effectiveness of the Transitional
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Language Centers set up by the Saint Paul Public Schools, it became clear that not knowing how
schools work in the United States meant not knowing “what the right thing is and what the
wrong thing is.” Not knowing what to expect out of schools means not knowing when to
intervene in their children’s education.

Affective Consequences

This study echoes the findings of other research by revealing the “practical consequences” of
cultural capital on Wat Tham Krabok refugee Hmong parents. Furthermore, it also became clear
to me that cultural capital has affective consequences. The Hmong parents conveyed the
emotional outcomes of not knowing the cues and codes necessary to navigate our schools and
community. Being new to systems and structures of the United States had an emotional toll on
the parents that went beyond the practical implications of “not knowing.” In the following, I
underscore the emotional or affective consequences of cultural capital on the feelings parents had
about themselves and their roles in their children’s education.

Powerlessness in the Face of Change

Similar to the experiences of previous refugees, the process of resettlement is transforming social
structures, gender and generational roles and power relations within the Hmong family and
community. Parents commented on the changes their children were undergoing, as they were
exposed to English language and U.S. schools and customs. Speaking about the role of schools in
the children’s cultural transformation, one parent remarked, “From when they first arrived until
now my children are different. They are thinking differently and they are learning. They are
learning English and advancing more than us.” The comments that children are “thinking
differently” and “advancing more than us” point to concerns about how education will affect
relationships with their children. Parents were especially concerned about the cost of the
acquisition of English proficiency to their children’s ancestral language (Um, 1997), and the
implications this had for intergenerational communication. To emphasize the veracity of their
fears, parents pointed to the effects of acculturation on relatives and their children: “We are
scared because we see the other kids that came before us and they cannot even hold a
conversation with us.” These comments point to feelings of fear as an affective outcome of
cultural capital. Parents fear that they will be left behind by their children’s advancement, and
worried about what changes would do to the relationships with their children.

For the parents, the school was a primary site of change, and contributed immensely to
the transformations in their children (Kibria, 1993). Parents reported how their children used to
be scared but now are getting used to things. As one parent articulated, “My kids are changing
everyday because they are now learning. They use to be scared at first because they don’t know
the language and maybe it’s just that they haven’t get use to the new school yet.” Fears about the
changes they saw in their children were made apparent in comments such as: “They change too
fast and that sometime it is scary.” Simultaneously, the rapid ways in which children adjusted to
the United States was observed as different from the rate of adjustment among adults: “Kids
adjust to new things a lot faster than the older people.” Children’s rapid acquisition of knowledge
is already creating rifts in communication between parents and children (Kibria, 1993; Um,
1997). As parents from one group shared, “They really don’t say much to us parents. They speak
a lot of English now.” “If you ask them too many questions sometime they begin to get irritated.”
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In the span of one academic year, the acquisition of new knowledge, skills, and English
language—cultural capital—among Hmong children already transformed parent-child relations
(Donnelly, 1994; Faderman, 1998). As children are learning about the differences and disparities
between their families and other families who have been in the United States longer, they are
blaming their parents for their lack of cultural and economic capital. Parents shared that kids are
“blaming us, the parent, that came to America so late. That is why they are not good like other
kids.” Likewise, another parent remarked, “One of my kids scold at us for coming too late and
now he is mixed in with older kids and that he can’t learn as fast.” Additionally, parents also
noted that their children “feel so shameful for many reasons.” One cause for shame included
material things that other kids have that their parents cannot provide for them (Kibria, 1993). As
a parent painfully shared, “With a couple of my kids they complain about not having enough
better clothes and shoes to wear like other kids who have been here before.”

As the literature on immigrants has revealed, the relatively faster rate of acculturation of
youth gives them significant power and responsibility at the same time that it disesmpowers adults
(Donnelly, 1994; Kibria, 1993; Zhou & Bankston, 1998). Echoing this research, the refugee
Hmong parents conveyed an overwhelming sense of powerlessness to help themselves and their
children. For example, one parent said, “Sometimes | feel I am worthless because | can’t really
help any of my Kkids, instead they are the ones that help me.” Significantly, an affective
consequence of cultural capital includes a sense of “worthlessness” among refugee Hmong
parents. Without prior experience with U.S. schools, English language proficiency, and other
background knowledge, parents are dependent on the goodwill and knowledge of adult relatives,
school staff as well as their young children for decisions about school and everyday life. This
dependence has critical implications for about the ways parents perceive themselves and their
roles in their children’s education.

Implicitly, schools may be sending the message to refugee Hmong parents that they
cannot help in their children’s education. For example, parents shared that they were not asked to
volunteer in their children’s schools or classrooms. Tellingly, they were not surprised that they
were not asked, pointing out that they do not have knowledge or skills that would be useful in the
classroom. As one parent commented, “We don’t write and speak any English. How can we
help? We can probably help set up and clean up after an event like New Year’s or any other
event that does not require English.” In the Transitional Language Centers and Language
Academies, where bilingual assistance was available—even abundant (Bigelow, this issue;
Bigelow et al., 2005)—classroom lessons that integrated the “funds of knowledge” (Gonzalez et
al., 2005; Moll & Gonzalez, 2003) of Hmong refugee parents might have sent parents and their
children the message that parents are knowledgeable and able to contribute to their children’s
education. Instead, the exclusion of the parents contributed to their sense of worthlessness and
helplessness. As one parent said, “I don’t know any English and | can’t read or write so how am
I going to help my kids?” Comments that they cannot help their children also included
sentiments of anguish and grief. For example, one parent remarked, “English is very hard and
they scold at us sometimes for not being able to help.” Another parent said, “We adults have now
turned into kids.” Yet another parent from a TLC group said, “What can | do to help my kids
with my limited skills?” Unfortunately, the subtractive understanding of the abilities of parents
(Valenzuela, 1999) of well-meaning schools and teachers precluded a two-way relationship
between parents and schools, where the knowledge of parents may be integrated into school and
classroom practices. The affective consequences on parents included helplessness, worthlessness,
anguish, and grief that they cannot assist their children.
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Gratitude and Faith in the System

The amenities standard to U.S. society ranging from public schools, indoor plumbing and
electricity are luxuries compared to the refugee camps where Hmong families have lived for
years (Grigoleit, 2006; Hang et al., 2004). This frame of reference played a significant role in the
perceptions and expectations of U.S. schools and teachers among the parents. They spoke at
length about the poor treatment of them and their children by teachers in Thailand (Bigelow et
al., 2005) and repeatedly expressed gratitude for the assistance from the school district, teachers,
and staff.> Coming from a context of a refugee camp where formal schooling was available only
to a few families with enough money to send their children to Thai schools (Hang et al., 2004),
the Hmong parents were happy that their children were able to simply go to school for free. As a
parent shared, “We were happy that the school accepted our children and happy that they are
receiving an education [everyone nods and agrees].” Another comment included: “We are very
thankful to have come to this country and to have all the Hmong and the non-Hmong teachers
help our children.” In addition to gratitude, Hmong parents talked about the hope they had for
their children in the United States, in light of the suffering they have endured (cf. Carreon et al.,
2005). As one parent put it, “We have suffered enough all our lives and we want our children to
have a better life now that they are here.”

The combination of parents’ prior refugee experience, experience with Thai schools and
lack of experience with U.S. schools may be contributing to an idealistic, potentially problematic
faith in schools and teachers. The lack of cultural capital among Wat Tham Krabok parents—
particularly their inexperience with the school system and understanding of appropriate roles and
social relations between school personnel and parents—may be preventing them from raising
questions or concerns to school teachers and staff (Phommsasouvanh, 1997; Smith-Hefner, 1999;
Um, 1997). The parents repeatedly expressed fear of bothering school teachers and staff with
problems related to their children’s education. For example, in the experiences of one mother,
one of her children was placed in the wrong grade. She and her husband did not do anything for
several months, and finally took her out of the school close to the end of the academic year.
When she talked about the school’s mistake, she said, “We really don’t mind but | just wanted to
tell you.” Similarly, another parent shared:

One of my kids got teased a lot because of how she walks. This child of mine when she
walks she has a gimp and they may think she's funny and she gets so stressed out over all
of this until she doesn’t want to go to school. | spoke to one of my sisters, she told me to
go straight to the school principle but I did not want to because it might not look good for
all the Hmong parents to make such a report. The only thing I can do is talk nice to her
and will continue to encourage [her] (emphasis added).

These remarks point to the ways the affective consequences of cultural capital (in this case
gratitude) may influence the actions and decisions parents make about their children’s education.
The reluctance by the Hmong parents to question authority or engage in confrontations with
teachers or principals regarding their children’s education is an emotional outcome of cultural
capital. The above remarks suggest that cultural capital in the form of “personal dispositions,
attitudes, and knowledge gained from experience” with U.S. schools (Lee & Bowen, 2006, p.
197) may be influencing the ability of Hmong parents to advocate for their children. While
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parents with cultural capital may directly call on a school principal to address problems, refugee
Hmong parents were concerned that doing so might reflect poorly on all Hmong parents.

In addition to a reluctance to report problems to school personnel, the affective
consequences of cultural capital included a general feeling of faith in the system in regard to the
quality and outcome of their children’s education. In particular, the Hmong parents expressed the
belief that U.S. schools and teachers will do their best to teach their children how to be
successful. Their lack of knowledge of how schools work and their roles as parents was
ultimately allayed by faith in the teachers. As one parent put it, “We don’t really know, but we
have faith in the teachers and that our children will receive a good education. We are very happy
for them to be in school.” Another parent added:

We are those people that have no country, we move from place to place for the last 40 to
50 years. We never had the chance to go to school and also came to the United States.
When we are old we don’t have any of the ability and skills to help our kids. Right now
we put 100% on the teacher to educate our children (emphasis added).

In the same vein, another parent remarked, “We don't know what the school does to protect our
children but we put our faith in them to help our children stay on the right path.” Significantly,
this faith that schools will protect their children and help them “stay on the right path” was
voiced in terms of their belief and understanding of the role of teachers as parents (cf. Smith-
Hefner, 1999). In a telling remark, another parent said, “There isn’t a thing that we don’t like.
They teach and help our children to be smart. We consider they are parents to our children so we
have no complaints at all [all parents agree]” (emphasis added). As an affective consequence of
cultural capital, trust in the system is shaping the decision of refugee Hmong parents to leave
their children’s education in the hands of teachers.

Conclusion

Speaking about the role of cultural capital in academic performance and attainment, Jay McLeod
(1987) compared schools to “trading posts,” where cultural capital is the currency used in the
negotiation of academic credentials. As McLeod cogently put it:

Schools serve as the trading post where socially valued cultural capital is parlayed into
superior academic performance. Academic performance is then turned back into
economic capital by the acquisition of superior jobs. Schools reproduce the social
inequality, but by dealing in the currency of academic credentials, the educational system
legitimates the entire process. (p. 14)

Educational institutions demand that parents from low-income and immigrant backgrounds have
the requisite cultural capital. Institutional and pedagogic practices require that all students should
be familiar with the codes of the dominant culture. By dealing in the currency of dominant,
middle- to upper-class society, schools exclude parents from low-income, immigrant
backgrounds. Simultaneously, schools impugn parents and position them as parents who “Just
don’t care” (Lightfoot, 2004).

As my research with Hmong parents from Wat Tham Krabok has illustrated, cultural
capital not only has practical consequences (Grenfell & James, 1998), but also affective
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repercussions. By requiring that all parents possess the dispositions, skills, and experiences of
parents from dominant groups, schools contribute to the emotional denigration of refugee
Hmong parents who are already struggling with the loss of power and other challenges of
adapting to U.S. society. In schools, the terms of involvement for parents are already defined by
limited power (Fine, 1993). For WTK parents, these constraints are amplified, as the
reverberations of cultural capital manifests in affective outcomes of fear, uncertainty, and
powerlessness among Hmong parents.

In the case of the refugee parents in this study, they blamed themselves for being unable
to help with their children’s education. As they resigned themselves to positions of
unknowledgeable and unskilled, they placed their trust in teachers and schools. What this meant
for Hmong parents was an attitude of reliance that schools and teachers “know best,” rather than
one of participation and input in their children’s education. Ultimately, the affective impact of
cultural capital, subtle and frequently overlooked, may mask the ways school policies and
practices compel parents to be un-involved.

While research on the practical consequences of cultural capital for educational
attainment and parent involvement has been important, my research with Hmong refugee parents
points to the need to closely examine the impact of cultural capital on the emotions and attitudes
that parents have about their worth and roles as parents. We need research with Southeast Asian
and other immigrant parents that asks: How does faith in teachers impact parent participation in
children’s education? How do the perceptions of skills, power, and knowledge of parents affect
their involvement? and In what ways do parent involvement policies and practices engage
knowledge and skills of parents? These questions are important, because when parents feel they
are powerless, worthless, or unknowledgeable, school’s efforts to structure and promote
“involvement” may prove to be in vain. Likewise, notions of “parent involvement” that do not
include the views of parents about their self worth and roles in their children’s education is
deeply deficient. Research on the affective consequences of cultural capital is thus critical for
understanding issues related to parent involvement in general. Further research on the affective
consequences of cultural capital will help transform the terms and conditions by which
immigrant parents are involved in the work of schools and teachers (Fine, 1993; Carreon et al.,
2005).

Endnotes

! For further information on the refugees of Wat Tham Krabok, see Grigoleit (2006).

2 For further information on the impact of cultural capital on Southeast Asian parents and
students, see Ngo (2006).

% Parents were very surprised that the school district commissioned a study to learn about
their experiences with their children’s education. The idea that school teachers and personnel
wanted their opinion about the effectiveness of educational programs was unique in their
experiences with schools in Thailand.
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