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Abstract 

 

Examining the educational experiences of 103 Hmong American undergraduates, 

gender and class standing differences emerged using a psychosociocultural 

approach. Females reported increased perceptions of family and friend support and 

greater cultural congruity in the university environment than males. Lower-division 

students indicated greater perceptions of social support from family, greater 

cultural congruity, and lower self-esteem than upper-division students. Feelings of 

phoniness emerged as the most significant negative predictor of academic 

persistence decisions. Implications, limitations, and future research are discussed. 
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As a fast-growing minority group in the U.S., 42% of Hmong Americans are less than 18 years of 

age, making them a young population navigating the education system (U.S. Census, 2013). 

Currently, nearly one-third (30%) of the Hmong population has less than a high school education, 

with 11% holding a bachelor’s degree and only 4% having earned a graduate or professional degree 

(U.S. Census, 2013; Xiong, 2012). Comparatively, the numbers of degrees conferred are lower 

than that of the U.S. population and lowest among the Asian American ethnic groups (excluding 

Pacific Islanders) (U.S. Census, 2013). As a rapidly growing young population, Hmong 

communities value and have the motivation to achieve educationally (Hutchinson, 1997; Ngo, 

2013; Swartz, Lee & Mortimer, 2003). Yet, as Hmong American students enter into higher 

education (Lee, 1997; Lor, 2008; Xiong & Lam, 2013; Xiong & Lee, 2011; Lin, Her, & Gloria, 

2015; Vue, 2013) little is known about their psychological, social, or cultural persistence 

processes, despite the educational disparities and their imminent presence within the educational 

system (U.S. Census, 2013). How self-perceptions, social supports, and cultural processes 

influence their decisions to persist academically is thus the study’s focus.  

 

 

Hmong Cultural Values as Related to the Family and Education 

 

In understanding the educational experiences of Hmong American undergraduates, the importance 

of integrating their cultural and familial values is critical (Her & Gloria, 2016) because family 

serves as an important biological and social structure in which relationships and roles are salient 

(Chiang, Fisher, Collins, & Ting, 2015; Moua, 2003). For example, traditional Hmong families 

are patrilineal with distinct gender roles and responsibilities for males and females (Yang, 1997). 

Males are regarded as providers and protectors who are financially responsible for families, 

whereas women are charged with the maintenance of family (Moua, 2003). Despite traditional 

gendered norms, Hmong families encourage their children to pursue education as a means to 

support the family (Chiang et al., 2015; DePouw, 2003). It is evident that investigations of Hmong 

American undergraduates must include dimensionalized explorations by gender to understand 

accurately their educational experiences. 

 

 

Psychosociocultural Model of Academic Persistence 

 

The Psychosociocultural (PSC) framework, a holistic student development approach, was used in 

this study to explore Hmong American undergraduates’ persistence processes. Developed as a 

meta-model, the PSC integrates and contextualizes emergent aspects of undergraduates’ 

educational experiences within three equally salient dimensions: psychological, social, and 

cultural. The model emphasizes non-cognitive processes that influence students’ educational 

experiences. Variables within each dimension vary based on the study population; however the 

dimensions are needed to gain a holistically- and culturally-based assessment of students’ 

processes (Castellanos & Gloria, 2007; Gloria & Rodriguez, 2000). Empirically-validated with 

Asian American (Gloria & Ho, 2003) and Hmong American undergraduates (Lin, Her, & Gloria, 

2015), the model provides the contextual lens to understand students’ persistence processes. Given 

that theoretically-driven quantitatively-focused research on Hmong Americans in higher education 

is sparse, literature is included on Asian Americans and Southeast Asian American 

undergraduates.  
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Psychological Dimension: Self-Beliefs 

 

The psychological dimension represented Hmong American students self-beliefs within the 

educational context. As students’ overall sense of self significantly predicts academic 

nonpersistence decisions (Solberg, O’Brien, Villarreal, Kennel, & Davis, 1993), understanding 

one’s sense of self-confidence and self-competence is warranted. For example, students’ abilities 

to complete school tasks has been associated with academic nonpersistence decisions for Asian 

American (Gloria & Ho, 2003) and Hmong American undergraduates (Lin et al., 2015). In 

particular, upper-division students reported higher confidence in their ability to complete college 

tasks than their lower-division peers (Lin et al., 2015). The authors noted that increased time in 

the university setting (based on class standing) added to increased academic efficacy.  

In addition to feeling confident about college tasks, the degree to which students experience 

feelings of intellectual phoniness or impostors (Clance & Imes, 1978) is common for many first-

generation college and racial and ethnic minority students (Cokley, McLain, Enciso, & Martinez, 

2012; Gloria & Segura-Herrera, 2004). The concept of intellectual phoniness has historically been 

examined for high-achieving women who did not experience internal success despite praise and 

support, as they often feared they would be discovered for being “intellectual impostors” (Clance 

& Imes, 1978). For Hmong American undergraduates, Lin et al. (2015) reported that feelings of 

phoniness was the strongest negative predictor of nonpersistence decisions, which was also 

associated with a decreased perception of social support from friends.  

 

 

Social Dimension: Connections and Support 

 

How students view themselves can be buffered by their perceptions of social support to pursue 

higher education and related connections within their educational setting. In particular, support 

from key relationships (i.e., family, parents, and friends) has been evidenced with Asian American 

(Gloria & Ho, 2003) and Hmong American undergraduates (Lin et al., 2015). For example, Asian 

American students perceived family as supportive, while simultaneously experiencing the support 

as pressure to excel (Osajima, 1991, 1995). Swartz et al. (2003) also found that parents and family 

members, despite their limited level of education, are influential as they concurrently provide 

support and pressure for Hmong American undergraduates. More recently, Her and Gloria (2016) 

found that Hmong parents’ sense of self-efficacy was the strongest predictor of their parental 

encouragement for their undergraduate son or daughter. Understanding the complex nature of 

perceived familial support for Hmong American students’ and its influence on their academic 

persistence decisions is increasingly important.   

Another relevant source of support is from peers (e.g., friends and classmates), as increased 

support has been associated with academic competence and adjustment among Asian Americans 

(Chong, Huan, Yeo, & Ang, 2006). For Hmong undergraduates, support from friends was also 

directly related to their academic nonpersistence decisions (Lin et al., 2015). In particular, peer 

connections and opportunities to develop needed social relationships (Delgado-Romero & 

Hernandez, 2002) and cultural connections and understandings (Vue, 2013) occur through student 

organizations and groups, which in turn are linked to student persistence.      
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Cultural Dimension: Values and Fit 

 

The importance of cultural connection, maintenance, and validation is a salient dimension for 

racial and ethnic minority undergraduates within higher education (Gloria & Castellanos, 2003; 

Museus, 2014). In particular, ethnic identity was positively related to increased cultural congruity, 

more positive perceptions of the university environment, and fewer nonpersistence decisions for 

Hmong American undergraduates (Lin et al., 2015). A related study of 101 Hmong American 

students revealed an orientation to both Hmong and American cultural values whereby the ability 

to employ a bicultural strategy (i.e., balancing of American and Hmong cultures) assisted their 

academic success (Bosher, 1997).  

The way in which students’ perceive the environment is directly related to their sense of 

cultural fit, and subsequent feeling within the environment context (Cokley et al., 2012; Gloria & 

Castellanos, 2003; Ong, Burrow, Fuller-Rowell, Ja, & Sue, 2013). For example, Bennett and 

Okinaka (1990) found that Asian American students who reported a negative quality of campus 

life had strong feelings of social alienation and dissatisfaction. Likewise, upper-division Hmong 

undergraduates, who had presumably spent more time within the educational context, perceived 

the university environment as less welcoming and more culturally incongruent than their lower-

division counterparts (Lin et al., 2015).  

As students experience negative campus events, cultural congruity (i.e., the fit of values 

between one’s personal and environment) (Gloria & Robinson Kurpuis, 1996) is lower for Asian 

American students (Gloria & Ho, 2003). It is posited that lower congruity resulted from differing 

behaviors, beliefs, and values of students who often find their educational situations unwelcoming 

or incongruent (Gloria & Pope-Davis, 1997). Supporting this notion, Gloria and Ho (2003) found 

that an increased sense of cultural congruity and positive perception of the university environment 

were related to higher self-efficacy and self-esteem for Asian American undergraduates; a cultural 

fit and connection within the university environment affects Asian American students’ social 

adjustment and academic resilience (Suzuki, 1994).  

 

 

Study’s Purpose 

 

The unique, collective, and contextualized educational experiences of undergraduates were 

explored holistically using a psychosociocultural approach (Gloria & Rodriguez, 2000). Extending 

the current work on Hmong American undergraduates (Lin et al., 2015), the study provided an in-

depth exploration of the differences in and relationships of the psychosociocultural educational 

experiences of Hmong American undergraduates and their academic persistence decisions. Given 

the differences in gender roles and expectations for Hmong American males and females (Chiang 

et al., 2015; Lee, 1997; Moua, 2003; Vue, 2000; Yang, 2014), the study’s first question address 

differences by gender. Similarly, differences by class standing (lower-division and upper-division) 

were explored as increased time within the environmental context influences their perceptions 

(Bennett & Okinaka, 1990; Lin et al., 2015; Lor, 2008; Vue, 2013). Given the paucity of literature 

on Hmong American undergraduates, no specific hypotheses were posed by gender or class 

standing for each of the study’s variables (Question 1). In addition, it was anticipated that 

differences in strengths of relationships would similarly emerge by gender and class standing 

(Question 2). Using an integrative approach, it was hypothesized that the psychological, social, 

and cultural dimensions would each uniquely and collectively influence students’ educational 
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experiences and predict academic persistence decisions (Question 3). Yet, given the extant 

research with Hmong American undergraduates (Lee, 1997; Lin et al., 2015; Lor, 2008; Xiong & 

Lam, 2013), it was anticipated that each dimension would explain a portion of the variance of 

persistence decisions, with the psychological dimension accounting for the largest portion of the 

collective variance.  

 

 

Method 

 

 

Study Setting and Procedure 
 

Students were recruited from a large, predominantly White public university in the Midwest. Due 

to the low number of Hmong American students on campus (approximately 300 students at the 

time of the study), recruitment efforts focused on Hmong student organizations, Hmong language 

and culture courses, and a federally-funded student service program. Also, the researchers asked 

participants if they knew of other students who might be interested in participating in the study to 

reach as many Hmong American students as possible.   

Student organization leaders, instructors, and program directors were asked to forward 

recruitment materials to their students, which informed them of the study (a 45-minute survey 

about their educational experiences) and days and times that the researcher(s) would be at their 

respective sites to administer the survey. The surveys were completed in-group settings (e.g., class, 

student organization event) and returned at the time of distribution. Students who began the survey 

at the group time but had to leave (e.g., class) were provided a postage-paid return-addressed 

envelope to return their completed survey. It is estimated that five completed surveys were returned 

in this manner. Study recruitment occurred in the spring and early summer semester of a single 

academic year. Snacks and soda were offered to students during the time that they completed the 

survey. A total of 149 surveys were distributed with 107 returned completed for a response rate of 

71.8%.  

 

 

Study Participants 
 

Of the students who completed the survey, four were graduate students and not included in the 

study’s analyses. The 103 Hmong American undergraduates (53 females and 50 males), ranged in 

age from 17 to 31 (M = 20.58, SD = 2.05), with the majority between 18 and 22 (87.3%) years of 

age. There were 29 first-years (28.4%), 18 sophomores (17.6%), 20 juniors (19.6%), 23 seniors 

(22.5%) and 12 fifth-year seniors (11.8%), and one person did not respond, with self-reported 

grade point averages ranging from 2.00 to 3.70 (M = 2.93, SD = .38). Most of the students were 

members of a Hmong-specific student organization (68%) who reported having mostly Hmong 

friends at school (62%). Also, most of the students indicated receiving financial aid (94%), while 

half (52%) also participated in the work-study program. Most (92%) students were U.S.-born who 

spoke Hmong at home (91%). More than half of the participants’ mothers (56.3%) were reported 

as having no formal education as compared to one-third (33.3%) of the fathers. The majority of 

students had a brother (78%) or a sister (90%) who had completed a college degree.  
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Instrumentation 
 

The survey packet consisted of a consent letter, demographic form (e.g., age, generational status) 

and 11 counterbalanced measures (10 standardized, 1 researcher-developed) assessing the 

dimensions of the PSC model and academic nonpersistence decisions. Given the large number of 

scales used, only brief descriptions are provided. Further, previous use of the scale was not 

included; however, each had adequate internal consistency with Asian American or Hmong 

American undergraduates in previous studies (e.g., Gloria & Ho 2001; Lin et al., 2015).  

 

 

Psychological Dimension 

 

Self-efficacy. Students’ confidence to complete specific college-related tasks (10 items) 

was assessed using the College Self-Efficacy Inventory (Solberg, O’Brien, Villareal, Kenner, & 

Davis, 1993). Higher scores indicated a greater level of confidence in their ability to complete 

specific college-related tasks (e.g. write course papers).  

 

Phoniness. A 14-item scale, the Imposter Syndrome Scale (Harvey, 1982) measured the 

degree to which imposter feelings exist within an individual. Higher scores indicated increased 

feelings of phoniness such as “I often feel I am concealing secrets about myself from others.”  

 

Self-esteem.  The Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965) (10 items) assessed feelings of 

acceptance and self-worth. Higher scores indicated higher perceptions of self-esteem. A sample 

item is “On the whole, I am satisfied with myself.”  

 

 

Social Dimension 

 

Support. The Perceived Social Support Inventory (Procidano & Heller, 1983) consisting 

of two subscales, measured perceptions of support, information, and feedback received from 

friends and family, respectively. Each subscale contains 20 parallel statements emphasizing either 

family or friends (i.e., My family/friends enjoys hearing about what I think). Higher scores 

indicated greater perceived social support provided by family or friends.  

 

Encouragement. The Parental Educational Encouragement Scale (Gloria, Robinson 

Kurpius, Wilson, & Hamilton, 1999) assessed parental support and encouragement regarding 

education (14 items). Higher scores indicated increased levels of perceived parental support.  

 

Expectations. The Perceived Familial/Communal Educational Expectations Scale 

(Researcher-developed) was researcher-developed based on the importance and role of Hmong 

family educational expectations (DePouw, 2003; Lee, 2007) to assess students’ perceived 

educational expectations from their family and community (15 items). Higher scores indicated 

greater perceived educational expectations.  
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Cultural Dimension 

 

Ethnic identity. The Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure (Phinney, 1992) assessed 

meaning and importance of ethnic identity common to different ethnic groups (14 items). Higher 

scores representing a more positive ethnic identity. A sample item includes: “I feel good about my 

cultural or ethnic background.”  

 

Congruity. Originally-developed for and validated with Chicano/a students, the Cultural 

Congruity Scale (Gloria & Robinson Kurpius, 1996) measured fit of one’s personal values and 

those of the university environment (13 items). Higher scores indicated a greater fit of values. A 

sample item includes: “As an ethnic minority, I feel as if I belong on this campus.”  

 

Environment. Also developed for and validated with Chicano/a students, the University 

Environment Scale (Gloria & Robinson Kurpius, 1996) assessed students’ perception of the 

university environment (14 items). Higher scores reflect more positive perceptions of the 

university environment (e.g., “Faculty have been available to help me make course choices”).  

 

Acculturation. The Asian American Multidimensional Acculturation Scale (Chung, Kim, 

& Abreu, 2004) (3 scales with 15 items each) examined Asian Americans socialization and 

engagement in behavioral norms of 1) one’s own Asian culture, 2) other Asian American culture, 

and 3) European American culture. Higher scores indicated greater acculturation to the respective 

cultural group. Participants responded based on how much they identified with behaviors of each 

cultural group.  

 

Persistence. The Persistence/Voluntary Dropout Decisions Scale (Pascarella & Terenzini, 

1980) measured student’s educational experiences and subsequent academic nonpersistence 

decisions (30 items). Items reflected concepts of intellectual development, peer-group interactions, 

interactions with faculty, and institutional and goal commitments (e.g., “It is important for me to 

graduate from college”). For this study, a higher score reflected increased persistence decisions. 

 

 

Results 
 

Each of the study’s variables yielded internal consistencies that ranged from .70 to .95 and are 

presented in Table 1 along with scale descriptives. Missing data for the study’s scales was managed 

using an 80% mean scale score. 

 

 

Mean Group Differences 
 

To determine group differences by gender and class standing (Question 1), a series of t-tests were  

conducted. Differences emerged for perceived family support and cultural congruity for both 

gender and class standing where females reported higher means (M = 4.01, SD = .75; M = 5.06, 

SD = .98) than did males (M = 3.60, SD = .72; M  = 4.55, SD = .89) and lower-division students 

(M = 3.97, SD = .69; M = 5.04, SD = .91) were higher than upper-division students (M = 3.66, SD 

= .78; M = 4.64, SD = .99), respectively. Females also reported higher perceived friend support (M 
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= 3.81, SD = .61) than did males (M = 3.58, SD = .52). Finally, lower-division students reported 

lower self-esteem (M = 3.11, SD = .60) than did upper-division students (M = 3.38, SD = .45).  

 

Table 1 

Means, Standard Deviations, Internal Consistencies, and Correlations of the Study’s Variables 
 

Notes. *p  .05, **p  .01, ***p  .001 

 

 

Differences of Coefficients 
 

To determine whether the strength of the correlations were significantly different by gender and 

class standing (Question 2), Fisher’s r to z transformations were performed. Results revealed 

stronger associations between self-esteem and persistence decisions for males (r = .42) as 

compared to females (r = .03) (z = 2.03, p < .05). Males (r = .32) also had a stronger relationship 

between other Asian American acculturation and persistence decisions than females (r = -.15) (z 

= 2.32, p < .05). Follow-up analysis was conducted revealing stronger associations between self-

esteem and intellectual phoniness for males (r = .74) than females (r = .48) (z = 2.10, p < .05). 

Differences in strengths of relationships by class standing were not revealed.    

 

Hierarchical Regression 
 

To assess the increases in explained variance and changes in regression coefficients for each 

dimension independently and collectively without presumed priority, the different variable sets 

(i.e., psychological, social, cultural) were entered into a four-step hierarchical regression (Cohen, 

Cohen, Aiken, & West, 2003) consistent with the extant literature (Question 3, See Table 2). 

         Correlations       
Variables M SD α 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

1. Self-esteem 3.24 .55 .89 .47*** .58*** .33*** .29** .03 .01 .37*** .24* .20* .09 .19 -.02 .23* 

2.Self-efficacy 4.94 1.05 .92  .65*** .43*** .26** .04 .10 .32*** .27** .25* .26** .16 -.03 .40*** 

3.Phoniness 3.30 .85 .82   .52*** .45*** -.10 -.15 .33*** .32*** -.30** .32*** .38*** .04 .47*** 

4.Friend 

Support 3.70 .58 .89    .40*** .06 .09 .39*** .20* .23* .21* .35*** .10 .50*** 
5.Family 

Support 3.81 .76 .95     .10 .05 .27** .19 .21* .33*** .51*** .03 .36*** 

6. 
Encouragement 3.75 1.03 .90      .08  .13     .19   .15 -.21* -.02 -.03 -.07 

7. Expectations 3.85 0.74 .91       .35*** .27** .28** .12 -.18 -.04 .18 

8.Ethnic 
Identity 3.26 .49 .70        .70*** .52*** .20* .07 -.11 .20* 

9. Acculturation 

Own 4.39 .80 .89         .74*** .20* .06 -.05 .07 
10. 

Acculturation 

Other 4.28 .88 .92          .31** .13 .06 .11 
11. 

Acculturation 

White 3.99 .95 .92           .19 -.09 .24* 

12. Congruity 4.81 .97 .82            .39*** .25** 

13. 

Environment 4.85 .75 .79             .24* 

14. Persistence  3.56 .34 .73             - - 
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Controlling for gender and class standing in Step 1, a non-significant amount of variance was 

yielded. In Step 2 (psychological dimension), 21% of the variance was accounted, where 

intellectual phoniness emerged as the only significant negative predictor. In Step 3 (social 

dimension), 12% of the variance was explained, with friend support as the only positive predictor. 

Finally, in Step 4 (cultural dimension) 8% of the variance was accounted, with the perception of 

the university environment the only significant positive predictor. Because several of the 

independent variables were moderately correlated, a variance inflation factor was conducted 

yielding scores (1.00 to 3.93) well-below the standard cut-off of 10, indicating low concern for 

multicollinearity (Cohen et al., 2003).  

 
Table 2  

Summary of Hierarchical Regression for PSC Variables predicting Academic Persistence Decisions (N=99) 

 
        

      Variables β t R2 ΔR2 ΔF 

        

Step 1         

 Controlled variables   .02 .02 1.03 

      Gender .14 1.42    

      Class standing .027 .27    

Step 2        

 Psychological   .23 .21 8.45a 

      Self-esteem -.08 -.67    

      Self-efficacy .19 1.53    

      Phoniness -.37* -2.80    

Step 3        

 Social   .35 .12 4.15 b 

      Friend Support  .32* 3.05    

      Family Support .14 1.31    

      Encouragement -.13 -1.50    

      Expectations  .10 1.11    

  Step 4     .43 .08 3.11 c 

 Cultural      

      Ethnic identity  .07 .46    

      Acculturation Own -.17 -1.30    

      Congruity -.12 -1.06    

      Environment  -.30* 3.16    

Notes. aF (3, 93) = .8.45, p < .001; bF (4, 89) = 4.15, p < .01; cF (4, 85) = 3.11, p < .05; * p <.01 

 

 

 

Discussion 

 

There is a paucity of research on the Hmong American undergraduates’ educational experiences, 

with most of the extant literature qualitative in nature (e.g., Lor, 2008; Xiong & Lam, 2012; Vue, 

2013). Although this growing literature provides insight into and understanding of Hmong 

American students’ educational experiences, interpretation of this study’s results was conducted 

cautiously to avoid assuming that all Hmong hold the same values or behaviors, particularly as 

behavioral acculturation occurs faster than values acculturation (Kim & Abreu, 2001). As a result, 

multiple perceptions or experiences based on psychological, social, cultural, political, and 

economic aspects are integrated into understanding Hmong American undergraduates’ educational 
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experiences. The following discussion uses a “psychosociocultural framework” (Gloria & 

Rodriguez, 2000) to provide an explanation of the study’s findings within the extant literature.  

Examining 103 Hmong American undergraduates’ psychological, social, and cultural 

dimensions uniquely and collectively explained a proportion of their academic persistence 

decisions. Primarily second-generation within the U.S., first-generation to college, the students 

were of traditional college age (18 to 22). Most of the students reported being from large families 

(1 to 8 brothers, 1 to 9 sisters), whose parents had low educational attainment in comparison to 

other Asian American adults (U.S. Census, 2013). The majority of students were affiliated with an 

ethnic-specific student organization, more than half were members of a federally-funded support 

program for first-generation college students, and almost all received some financial aid.  

 

 

Predicting Academic Persistence Decisions 
 

That the psychosociocultural approach posits that each of the dimensions is interdependent and 

necessarily integrated to better understand students’ persistence processes (Gloria & Rodriguez, 

2000), the study’s findings are similarly discussed in combination. First, within the psychological 

dimension, intellectual phoniness was the only significant negative predictor. As first-generation 

college students, Hmong American undergraduates are often held accountable to familial and 

communal expectations to succeed (Lee, 2007), they are charged with the responsibility for the 

family. As a result, students may experience pressure, question their abilities to meet such 

expectations (Hutchinson, 1997), and experience a sense of phoniness. Simultaneously, Hmong 

American undergraduates are often marginalized and likely to experience microaggressions within 

the university environment (Cokley et al., 2012; Lin et al., 2015) and also question their abilities 

to succeed, adding to their sense of phoniness. If Hmong American undergraduates are unable to 

approach their families due to pressures about their academic expectations (Lee, 1997) they may 

turn to their peers for support (Swartz, et. al., 2003), a finding evidenced by the role of perceived 

social support (the only significant predictor within the social dimension) in this study. Peer 

support allows students to feel connected and develop necessary relationships (Delgado-Romero 

& Hernandez, 2002), provide a sense of increased college adjustment (Chong, et. al., 2006), 

salience of ethnic identity (Vue, 2013), and decreased sense of intellectual phoniness and 

nonacademic persistence decisions (Lin et al., 2015). Finally, as evidenced in studies of Asian and 

Hmong American undergraduates (e.g., Gloria & Ho, 2003; Lin et al., 2015) this study similarly 

found that students who perceived a more positive university environment were more likely to 

make decisions to stay in school.  

In combination, the three dimensions (i.e., psychological, social, and cultural) lend a 

holistic context for understanding students’ processes with the psychological dimension uniquely 

accounting for the largest portion of the collective variance followed by the social and cultural 

dimensions. It was the specific variables of intellectual phoniness, perceived friend support, and 

perceptions of the university environment that were key in explaining the Hmong American 

undergraduates’ academic persistence decisions. Together the findings provide a platform to 

understand the gender and class standing differences.  
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Gender Differences 
 

As anticipated, gender differences emerged such that males had a stronger relationship of other 

Asian American acculturation and self-esteem to persistence decisions, respectively than did 

females. Having a connection to other Asians on campus may assist males’ notion that they have 

a larger group of racially-similar students with whom to connect is more relevant to persistence as 

compared their female counterpart (Thao et al., 2009). Likewise, having a sense of esteem as 

Hmong male students on campus, particularly within the changing gender role for Hmong males 

was salient to their persistence decisions (Her & Gloria, 2016). These findings move the Hmong 

undergraduate literature in a new direction as gender differences have not been previously yielded 

(Lin et al., 2015) nor been a specific focus of study (e.g., Lee, 1997; Ngo, 2002). As the cultural 

literature on U.S. Hmong populations address gender role traditions for males and females 

(Faderman & Xiong, 1998; Her & Gloria, 2016; Moua, 2003; Yang, 2014), how Hmong cultural 

values and expectations by gender are translated within the university’s context is a warranted 

exploration.  

Because Hmong males are numerically-underrepresented and perceived stereotypically on 

the campus of study, they may self-protect and negotiate their educational settings (e.g., residence 

halls, classrooms) by engaging in behaviors reflective of Pan-Asian values rather than specific 

Hmong cultural values. In doing so, they may gain a greater connection to a more visible and 

dominant group of students (i.e., Asian Americans), particularly as this study’s Hmong American 

males represented less than half of one percent of the campus population. Further, their self-esteem 

was more strongly related to their feelings of phoniness, which may in part explain the importance 

of self-esteem in relation to persistence decisions. That is, on a predominantly White university 

campus, with incidents of overt micro-aggressions against the Hmong American student 

population, the internalization of these experiences (i.e. feelings of unworthiness on campus) may 

have perpetuated an increased sense of phoniness.  

Considering that within many Hmong families traditional gender scripts remain prevalent, 

males are given higher status and greater privileges compared to their female counterparts (e.g., 

fewer personal and social restrictions) (Faderman & Xiong, 1998; Moua, 2003). To the degree that 

traditional gender roles are salient, wherein males are central to the family and the family’s well-

being, the study’s males may have experienced status displacement on campus, a process 

evidenced for Hmong males with the shift of gender roles (Yang, 1997). The change of gender 

roles may in part lend support for their lower sense of cultural congruity (e.g., having a cultural 

status in an environment that does not value them) and their self-esteem and Pan-Asian 

acculturation being more strongly related to their academic persistence decisions than females. As 

this study is among the first to reveal gender differences for Hmong American undergraduates, it 

is clear that research that examines familial and cultural influences by gender is needed. 

 Traditionally, Hmong females are instrumental to the creation and on-going maintenance 

(e.g., daily home functioning, emotional support) of the family structure (Faderman & Xiong, 

1998; Moua, 2003). Vue (2000) speculated that Hmong females maintain their Hmong and 

American cultural identity due to their multiple roles in and outside of the home, within the context 

of Asian American females acculturating quicker than their male counterparts (Sue, 1998). 

Traditional Hmong families generally enculturate conservative expression of emotion with 

females frequently serving as the emotional providers (Lee, n.d). Given the different cultural roles 

between males and females, it is plausible that the study’s females would hold higher perceptions 

of social support from family and friends. Attuned to the expression of support, in particular in the 
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family (Park, Vo, & Tsong, 2009), Hmong undergraduate females have placed greater importance 

on support through peer relationships (Lin et al., 2015).   

 

 

Class Differences 
 

Finally, group mean differences by class standing were also revealed. As racial and ethnic minority 

students progress across their academic tenure they may become more aware of how they are 

valued on campus and attuned to discriminatory and inequitable events (Cokley et al., 2012; 

Gloria, Castellanos, Segura-Herrera, & Mayorga, 2010). As a result of the accumulated negative 

experiences or micro-aggressions (Ong et al., 2013), the upper-division students’ sense of cultural 

congruity may have decreased in comparison to lower-division students (who may not yet be 

attuned to negative experiences), a finding similar to Lin et al.’s (2015) study of 85 Hmong 

American undergraduates. Along with students’ decreased sense of cultural congruity and 

negotiation of negative educational experiences, students’ self-esteem diminishes. That is, a 

student who is exposed to a hostile or negative learning environment may over time question their 

competence or intelligence, likely, negatively influencing their sense of self as a Hmong student 

on campus (Lin et al., 2015). 

 

 

Limitations of the Study 
 

Several limitations warrant review. First, the measurement of acculturation emphasized behaviors 

rather than values. Values measurement lends insight into the perceptions of how affiliated one 

feels to his/her cultural group, whereas behaviors reveal how frequently one may engage in 

particular cultural group behaviors (Kim & Abreu, 2001). Similarly, the acculturation scale 

assessed language competence and cultural knowledge which may have overestimated the 

participants’ adherence to White European culture. That Hmong written language did not occur 

until the 1960’s, many individuals are unable to read or write Hmong (Faderman & Xiong, 1998). 

As such, a cultural values measure specifically for Hmong Americans is needed. 

Given the small Hmong American student population on the large predominantly White 

campus, the study’s recruitment focused on Hmong student-focused organizations and a specific 

student services program and thus introduced sample bias. The students involvement with student 

organizations may have informed their sense of belonging and like culture friends and support 

systems (Vue, 2013), a process that most likely positively influence their sense of self or feelings 

of phoniness. In addition, most of the students received financial aid. As finances influence Hmong 

undergraduates’ educational experiences (Xiong, 2012; Xiong & Lam, 2013), it is unclear as to 

how this element may have informed their sense of phoniness or persistence decisions. Despite the 

sample being more than one-third (36%) of the campus’ Hmong student population, it did not 

represent all Hmong American students (e.g., non-traditional or commuter students) across class 

standing equally, and a clear area of future study to understand how Hmong American students 

negotiate the environment and navigate the needed educational support and financial resources for 

their educational persistence.  

 At the time of the study, there were also two significant Hmong racially-based events (one 

on campus and one in the local community) that undoubtedly influenced the students’ sense of 

belonging and perceived value on campus. It is unclear the extent to which the events affected the 
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study’s findings; however, the Hmong American students may have responded with greater 

feelings of phoniness or decreased feelings of belongingness which indirectly influenced by their 

perception of the university as uncaring and unwelcoming of Hmong students.  

 

 

Future Research 
 

The study’s findings direct multiple areas of research for Hmong American undergraduates. First, 

research on cultural and gender role scripts within higher education is needed. Research could 

explore how males’ internalization and socialization of the different cultural and gender role scripts 

at home influence their experiences on campus and subsequent academic persistence decisions. 

Next, as student organizations are critical for racial and ethnic minority students to create a sense 

of family and provide socio-emotional support (Delgado-Romero & Hernandez, 2002) and bolster 

a sense of ethnic identity (Vue, 2013), exploring how student organizations provide a sense of 

belonging and mattering as well as academic support and in turn influences academic persistence 

decisions is needed. Specifically, determining how student organizations serve as a cultural 

stabilizer for Hmong males and the degree to which gender role scripts emerge within the structure 

of the student organizations warrant exploration. Finally, how Hmong males and females 

undergraduates’ use peer support to increase their sense of belonging and its relationship to 

phoniness could elucidate gender and cultural specific issues. For each of these above-mentioned 

studies, it is recommended that in-depth interviews and focus groups are conducted to gain more 

complex and detailed narratives of Hmong American students’ educational experiences and 

persistence processes.  

 

 

Implications and Recommendations 
 

As the Hmong American student population grows, it becomes increasingly important to provide 

environments within higher education that are culturally congruent and welcoming (Museus, 2014; 

Vue, 2013). The study’s findings support the recommendation that university personnel take an 

active role in recruiting and retaining both Hmong students, staff, and faculty in a diversity of 

majors (e.g., health sciences, education), as well as increasing representation of the Hmong 

community in advising and faculty interactions, general curriculum and ethnic-specific courses, 

residence halls, and university programming (e.g., student and parent/family orientation days, 

community outreach; Vue, 2013). Assisting students to find campus resources and academic 

advising and mentoring that are congruent with their cultural and academic needs can ease the 

process of college life and underscore their sense of efficacy and belonging on campus. Such 

support can allow Hmong American students to know that all university personnel understand their 

specific concerns and needs, value them and their contributions to different campus learning 

communities, and want them to succeed.      

In retaining Hmong American undergraduates, the findings reflected the importance of 

peer support in mitigating possible negative interactions within the university environment that 

may increase feelings of phoniness or influence academic persistence decisions (Lin et al., 2015). 

As such, the redirection/re-allocation of university resources to establish and fund peer support 

groups whose intention is to support minority students academically, such as ethnic-specific 

student-initiated and student-run retention programs is warranted. It is further recommended that 
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Hmong-specific spaces (e.g., residence halls in Vue, 2013) are established to create a culturally 

relevant and integrative campus community where Hmong American students can readily identify 

individuals, networks, and resources for psychological, social, cultural, and academic support. 

Doing so, may allow Hmong American undergraduates to feel a greater sense of belonging and 

cultural congruity, decreasing their sense of phoniness, and ultimately increasing their belief that 

they can academically persist.   
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