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Members ofthe Viethnamese community in Lincoln, Ne-
braska range in time of resettlement, background and
experience in adjustment to their new home. The im-
pact of cultural change and education on the Vietnam-
ese youth in this community is of particular importance.
The Vietnamese youth are under-examined in the ar-
eas of adjustment and identity formation. The effects of
cultural conflict have profound impact on the future of
Vietnamese youth. The following study presents an ex-
amination of the variables that may affect Viethamese
youth, specifically culture and education as factors in
ethnic identity formation. It also presents how these
factors can affect the relationship between students and
parents.

Introduction

The degree to which Americans value education in the United
States is reflected in the extensive funding that supports American
schools. However, the interpretation of "value" varies greatly among
education's supporters. Often conflicting interpretations of value are
evident in public discussions of what should be taught in school, why it
should be so and what goal or result is important. The conflict is most
clearin discussions of the social versus academic roles of schools. There
are, without a doubt, as many who espouse the social and cultural as-
pects of schools as those who emphasize their academic elements. But
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this may be a false dichotomy. In fact, most Americans are equally con-
cerned with both the social and cultural aspects of education and the
academic value of attending school.

An interesting relationship that researchers have yet to exam-
ine is the process of ethnic identity formation of Southeast Asian stu-
dents, the smallest of the immigrant Asian groups, and effects of this
process on the students' and their parents' perceptions of the values of
education, both socially and culturally.

This study attempts to examine the impact of culture and edu-
cation on Vietnamese youth in an average-sized mid-western city. Also,
the study seeks to delineate the role of ethnic identity in school perfor-
mance and behavior, as well as what issues the influence of schools
and family raise. First, a brief overview of the arrival of Asians, more
specifically Southeast Asians, in the U.S. will be covered. Second, the
importance of ethnic identity and its role in the education of minority
youth will be examined. Third, the authors will present interview data of
Vietnamese students and parents, including their perceptions of the roles
that culture, education and family play in their lives. Also in this study,
how schools may possibly impact these students' cultures will be dis-
cussed. Finally, current theoretical explanations, within a psychological
framework, will be offered to help identify why these patterns of interac-
tions occur and their possible implications on the future of the education
of Southeast Asians in this country.

How do Vietnamese parents view American schools? What
values do they put on education? Are there conflicts inherent in the
juxtaposition of American views of education and those of the Vietham-
ese? |If there are conflicts, how do these conflicts affect Viethamese
students? What strategies do Vietnamese students employ to deal with
the transition from traditional Vietnamese households to the American
school? The authors hope to answer these and other questions con-
cerning Vietnamese students and their parents.

Demographics

According to the U.S. Bureau of Census, Asian American and
Pacific Islander populations in 1990 comprised approximately 4% of the
totalU.S. population.1 Of these included in the census, the largest popu-
lation of Asian Americans in the United States are Chinese, of which a
little more than half (56%) were foreign born.2 The earliest Asian immi-
grants to arrive in the United States were the Chinese, who played sig-
nificant roles in the construction of this country, more specifically, this
country's transportation system (e.g., the transcontinental railroad). Their
arrivals are estimated to have begun around the middle of the nine-
teenth century. Currently, there continues to be small influxes of Asian
immigrants to the United States every year, especially from the South-
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east Asian countries of Vietnam, Thailand, Cambodia and Laos.3 The
most recent arrivals of Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders are those
immigrants from the countries of Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam. The
recent groups have more than 80% of their population foreign born.
These data suggest that although the Asian American population is rela-
tively small, the importance of examining issues such as cultural adap-
tation and ethnic identity formation is quite obvious for the mere fact that
the Asian Americans' presence in this country is well established and
because these groups are often overlooked in terms of psychological
and social services mainly due to their smaller numbers and poorer skills
in English and in adapting to their new culture. However, there is a
significant difference between recent arrivals and the established Asian
American population. There is also a real and meaningful difference
between refugees who are by definition not voluntary immigrants and
immigrants on whom the vast majority of the research on immigration
has been based.

In this particular study, Lincoln, Nebraska, an average-sized mid-
western city, was the location of the research. There are about 3,000
Vietnamese living in the area of Lincoln, Nebraska.4 Although most are
refugees and have been here less than three years, the resettlement of
the Lincoln Vietnamese has taken place over a 15 year period, so at any
time there are a range of experiences and attitudes in the community.
Some of the refugees that have been resettled here for the longest time
now have children beginning college and who were born in the United
States. However, the largest number of Viethamese students in Lincoln
schools were born in Vietnam.

This paper is based on interviews with 10 sets of parents and
10 Vietnamese college students conducted in 1993-1994. All informants
were interviewed individually using an unstructured interview format
based on a generalized interview protocol designed to ascertain infor-
mant views on school experiences, both personal and ethnic identity,
and family relationships. Interviews were extensive and follow up inter-
views were often conducted to clarify or expand issues raised in initial
interviews. Informants included long term residents of the Lincoln area,
newer arrivals, students born and mostly raised in Vietnam, and others
born in the United States or immigrated when they were very young.
Findings were discussed with Vietnamese prominent in the community,
officials who work in social services, and educators who specialize in
minority school problems. This study is part of an ongoing study of
Vietnamese parents and children in Lincoln, Nebraska. The ongoing
study deals with changes in ethnic identity and considers the various
factors that may impact ethnic identity formation and change among
Vietnamese. The emphasis is on children and schools but includes other
mechanisms and processes that impact ethnic identity.
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Ethnic Identity

Ethnic identity serves as an important contributing factor to the
overall relationship between Vietnamese children and their parents, not
only because different concepts of ethnic identity can serve as sources
of conflict, but also because it can perform as a means for individuals to
feel a sense of commonness and belonglng with others and in this way
may provide a psychological function.® The features of this psychologi-
cal function are that ethnic identity: 1) includes the general knowledge,
beliefs, and expectations that a person has about their ethnic group, 2)
serves a cognitive function in that it offers an information-processing
framework or filter within which one can interpret and perceive objects,
situations, events, and other people, and 3) functions as a foundation
for a person's behavior. Furthermore, ethnic identity has been identified
as playing particularly salient roles |n such psychological processes as
cultural adaptation and acculturation,® generational conflicts within fami-
lies,” and psychological adjustment and stress of refugees.8 Conse-
quently, ethnic identity is specifically important to Asian immigrants, be-
cause Asians, especially refugees, are the mostrecent arrivals to America
and their relatively low numbers and distinct physical characteristics that
limit alternative group membership demand solidarity and ethnic iden-
tity. In addition, the issue of ethnic identity is believed to be an important
factor in the relationship between Asian American parents and thelr chil-
dren. From studies with college students and high school students? the
process of ethnic identity development is a significant factor in under-
standing the self-esteem and adjustment of minority youth, which ulti-
mately leads to increased understanding of other relationships in their
lives, in this case, their family members.

Several models have been developed to describe the formation
of ethnic identity. These include the Identlty Formation Model,10 the
Mlnorlty Identity Development Model, 11 and the Stages of Ethnic Iden-
tity. 12 1t is noticeable how most of these models describe similar, if not
overlapping, stages of identity development.

Identity Formation Model

According to Marcia, 13 identity formation is the process of com-
bining the multiple selves that the individual has developed for them-
selves and forming a coherent whole self. The main issue of identity for
the individual is to achieve some sort of internal consistency. Based on
Erikson's theory of ego identity formation, 14 Marcia formulated the four
Ego Identity Statuses: 1) identity diffusion; 2) identity foreclosure; 3)
moratorium; and 4) identity achievement. Beginning with the first sta-
tus, identity diffusion is the status of a person who has neither engaged
in exploring nor made a commitment to some form of identity area, such
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as occupation, religion or political affiliation. Someone who has made at
least some commitment to an area that may define their identity but who
has not gone on to explore their identity and these areas is said to be in
the foreclosed status. Having not made a commitment, but in the pro-
cess of exploring is known as the moratorium status. Finally, a person
who has made a firm commitment following a period of exploration is
best described as one who has an achieved identity status. This theo-
retical model of identity formation relates to ethnic identity formation in
that it closely ties to the minority person's experiences with commitment
to an identity area as well as their exploration into these areas, in defin-
ing the role of ethnicity in their lives.

Minority Identity Development Model

Asians fit the definition of differentiated minority because they
receive differential and unfair treatment, not to mention exclusion from
certain aspects of American life, due to their physicaland cultural traits. 19
As such, the model of Minority Identity Development may applicably
describe the formation of Asian ethnic identity. The model's first stage
begins with one termed the Conformity Stage. This stage entails the
adoption of cultural values and lifestyles of Euro-Americans, as well as
also having the person, consciously and unconsciously, degrade and
denigrate the physical and cultural characteristics of their own minority
group. This was hypothesized as individual efforts to try to elevate his or
her personal status by identifying with members of the dominant group.
Following the Conformity Stage, the second stage in which Asian Ameri-
cans experience ambivalent feelings aboutboth the dominant group and
his or her own minority group is called the Dissonance Stage. This am-
biguity is hypothesized to be due to the information and experiences
that individuals have encountered that may be inconsistent with their
previously accepted dominant group values and beliefs causingthemto
question their aspiration of membership in the dominant group. In the
third stage of Minority Identity Development, minorities totally reject the
dominant group and exclusively embrace their own minority culture. This
stage is known as the Resistance and Immersion Stage. The individu-
als show unquestioning acceptance of their group's cultural values and
begin to question why they experienced shameful feelings about who
they are. The minority develops a great deal of identification with and
commitment to other members of his or her minority group as well as an
interest in exploring his or her culture and history. At the fourth stage of
Introspection, individuals feel sufficiently secure about their identity to
begin to question their previously held strong beliefs. Minorities will hold
secure individual identities as members of minorities but also recognize
some positive elements in the dominant culture. The fifth and final stage
for minorities in developing ethnic identity is the Synergetic Articulation

65



Ethnic Studies Review, Vol. 19, No. 1

and Awareness Stage. In this stage, they accept or reject the cultural
values of the dominant and minorities groups on an objective basis and
have a feeling of self-worth and individuality.

Stages of Ethnic Identity

Similar to the Minority Identity Development Model of Atkinson
et al., Phinney suggested a three stage movement toward identity for-
mation. Phinney's proposed stages include the periods from an
unexamined ethnic identity, through a period of exploration, to an achieved
or committed ethnic identity. In the first stage of unexamined ethnic
identity, Phinney hypothesized that younger adolescents, and maybe
also some adults who experience this stage, have not had normal ethnic
group experiences. The result may be that individuals could show a
preference for the dominant culture.1® In the second stage of explora-
tion, the person begins to discover his or her own ethnicity. This second
stage is similar to the moratorium status described by Marcial” in the
model for identity formation. However, this stage describes a more in-
tense process of voluntary immersion in one's own culture through vari-
ous activities, such as reading and learning about one's culture. In ad-
dition, individuals may also experience rejection of the values of the
dominant culture. This suggests that as a result of the process of ethnic
identity formation, people can come to a deeper understanding and ap-
preciation of their own ethnicity, which is described in Phinney's third
stage of committed ethnic identity, and they also experience ethnic iden-
tity achievement or internalization.

Models developed to explain ethnic identity formation are usu-
ally formulated specific to one ethnic group, usually one with a clearly
defined identity in the American context. These models will have differ-
ing degrees of relevance to individual Viethamese who include both im-
migrants and refugees, and their children. This is particularly the case
in families whose children have different experiences based upon place
of birth and number of years resident in Vietnam.

Cultural Dilemmas

At some point in the context of their schooling, Vietnamese chil-
dren must make the choice whether they will maintain strong cultural
behavior and norms in the face of peer pressure or conform to the ex-
pressed cultural system of their American peers and face possible fam-
ily disapproval. This is similar to the stage of Marcia's Identity Formation
Model, known as the moratorium stage, the second stage of the Minority
Identity Development Model of dissonance, and also Phinney's second
stage of ethnic identity. At this stage it is a difficult choice to make be-
tween family and peer expectations, and one that forces children to make
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determinations of cultural value and preference. Factors that seem to
affect the decision are the individual's age at the point of transition from
one culture to the other, the number of Vietnamese in the community
and school and the point at which the identity choice must be made.

This can be exacerbated by dominant group perceptions of Viet-
namese. For some time there has been a perception that the Vietnam-
ese, like other Asian groups, are a "model minority." However, research
in Nebraska and other places18 indicates that, although there is a large
number of Vietnamese students who have very successful academic
records and go on to universities, there is also a significant number who
do not have great academic success. Recently it has become clear that
many disaffected Vietnamese children are running away1 9 or becoming
involved in gangs.20 There is evidence in the emerging literature of the
American experience of Vietnamese immigrants that there is a disturb-
ing maladjustment among Vietnamese adolescents.?1 Perhaps, for the
Vietnamese adolescent, their maladjustment may be due to the explora-
tion and stagnation they are experiencing in the beginnings of ethnic
identity development.

Viethamese Adolescents and Family Values

The Vietnamese family is characterized by a patrilineal and pa-
triarchal structure, with extreme centrality and pooling of resources
through a highly disciplined extended family system.z'2 Vietnamese de-
scribe themselves as hardworking and industrious, with a relentless drive
to be successful.23 Core values include filial piety, mutual obligation to
family, politeness, modesty and humility. Primary responsibility is to the
family lineage: family interests should be put before personal interests.

Like other Southeast Asian groups, Vietnamese allow very young
children considerable freedom in behavior. However, after children reach
the age when they begin to understand abstract concepts and commu-
nicate freely, parents often impose a strict standard for behavior.

Adolescents are expected to fulfill their responsibilities
to family and family lineage. With the onset of adoles-
cence, girls are expected to manifest modesty, obedi-
ence, chastity. Boys are expected to exhibit adult male
behavior. Family members are expected to share in
household tasks to the extent of their abilities.

Of course this is an area of contention for Vietnamese children raised in
America.

Adolescents in Vietnam have had little choice in moral
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values. Traditionally, culture and society have reinforced
the morality taught in the family. However Vietnamese
coming to this country often find that their traditional
family values are inconsistent with those in American
society.24

The autonomy and independence of American youth conflict with
Vietnamese cultural values. The strong influence of Confucianism on
Vietnamese society and its emphasis on obligation and hierarchy con-
trast with the individualism that is a predominate characteristic of Ameri-
can society.25 In Vietnam, parents usually have major role in or abso-
lute control of the decisions of adolescents. As one student explained to
us, "Vietnamese kids are expected to obey their parents in every way."
However, more and more Vietnamese adolescents are refusinzc; guid-
ance from parents or making decisions without parental advice. 6 Fol-
lowing the ethnic identity models, part of their research for an identity in
a newly adopted setting, such as the U.S., there poses much conflict in
what the adolescents view as being "American" and what they view as
"Viethamese."

Conflicts

The conflict is most clearly evidenced in the practice of strong
peer identification in American children versus the "greater emphasis on
achieving one's identity and sense of worth through close relationships
with family adults and being a member of an established lineage and
extended-family system”27 for Vietnamese. Vietnamese traditions pro-
mote family cooperation. The dynamics of the Vietnamese family hinder
the development and expression of the kind of individualism that Ameri-
cans see as appropriate.

Virtually all Vietnamese parents interviewed recited the same
litany of expediency: the most important thing for children is to learn
English and perform well in school. School performance will insure ca-
reer tracking that will result in success, in this case defined as the accu-
mulation of capital, acquisition of material goods and rise in status for
the family.28 Anything that was not related to this was considered to
have little or no importance. As one Vietnamese university student ex-
plained, "All they want us to do is stay home and hit the books." Many
Vietnamese parents view education as their children's prime source for
success and achievement in America and fear that socializing and dat-
ing could possibly take away from their studies.29 As one father ex-
plained, "I want my son to do only what is important. Not waste time
with friends every evening." The concept of "dating" was a particular
point of contention. When describing what her parents' views on dating
were, a student said that they told her, "no dating until finishing school.
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And no dating non-Vietnamese, ever." A female Vietnamese graduate
student explained that her parents, although relatively successful and
both with post-secondary educations, felt very strongly about her plans
fora marriage partner. Itwas well known in the community that they had
directed her to choose a Vietnamese male as a prospective marriage
partner. For this reason, even though she was dating and planned to
marry a European American, she attended Vietnamese functions with a
Vietnamese male friend. "I am not yet in a position to confront them with
my future plans. The difficulty is that | can't find a Vietnamese man with
a university education." Another student repeatedly mentioned his father's
beliefs on education and the potential for conflict.

He really stresses education. He hears I've been dat-
ing, but he wants me to only have friends. | don't think
he can ask that. | have to do what | want. | don't think
he understands it. He will never accept it.

Control of children and the effects of their behavior is considered the
responsibility of the family. Undesirable behavior reflects negatively upon
the entire family. Most parents do not pressure schools and teachers to
cooperate in their definition of success. Unlike other longer resident
American minority parents, the Vietnamese want to avoid expression of
disagreement with public officials.

My children are supposed to go to school and learn. In
this way they can get a good job or even go to the
university and learn a career. Anything that gets in the
way of this is not good. | don't wanttrouble in school. It
is better if we are left alone. Then my children can de-
vote their time and attention to their studies.30

The idea of the cultural and social value of education makes
little sense to these parents. For example, to nearly every parent inter-
viewed, the idea of "multiculturalism" was considered unimportant. The
majority were not even familiar with the concept even though it had been
the subject of heated local public debate for some time. As one parent
explained,

We Vietnamese are homogeneous. We don't discrimi-
nate but we don't mix either. We don't mind those oth-
ers. | work with them and they are my friends. But they
don't have anything to do with our lives.

Perhaps isolation and unobtrusiveness are survival tactics for a group

69



Ethnic Studies Review, Vol. 19, No. 1

that has been long penalized for any expression of difference. "Under
the communists you aren't supposed to be different, uncooperative. We
don't want to cause trouble."31 Avoidance of involvement leads to com-
munity isolation which extends to not involving schools in family or home
problems. As one Vietnamese community leader explained to us, "school
is not able to handle their problems. We must take care of things our-
selves. Parents are confused, don't understand, or even disapprove of
what goes on in the school, but parents are very hesitant to complain to
teachers."

Cross-cultural problems for both parents and children crop up
asaresultof the emphasis on unobtrusiveness early on in resettlement.
Parents recognize that success for children will depend on how well
they "fitin." Initially, immigrant parents cooperate fully in the "American-
ization" of their children. "We want them to be American. We encour-
age it. Afterall, we are in America."32 The initial goal, to "fitin," is soon
mitigated by a growing understanding of the differences between Viet-
namese and American culture,33 and the effect of American culture on
their children.

New arrivals are very enthusiastic. But after a while
they see the life here is very different. They recognize
that activities are not community based. They see that
Americans are often isolated and that Vietnamese who
are "too American" may distance themselves from the
community.34

Another difficulty is in the discipline practices. "Children are like
bamboo. Without control it will grow any which way. You must bind it up
until it grow tall. Only then will it be straight and good."35 Vietnamese
are not used to children who are uncooperative, disrespectful or disobe-
dient. Many parents are concerned with what they consider to be lax
discipline in school and believe that it has resulted in a lack of respect
for parents.36 They believe children need strict discipline to become
responsible adults. The preferred punishment is corporal. "l spank them
when they really do very bad things-impoliteness, fighting, being too
stubborn and so on."37 Itis a common joke among Vietnamese, which
we heard several times in a variety of settings, that they are afraid that if
they punish their children in a traditional manner, the children will call
emergency 911 to report their parents to the police. Parents are also
quick to point out that this is what children have been taught in school. It
is clear that many Vietnamese do not understand the school's need to
“interfere” in family relationships.

For parents whose children are born in the United States or
attended most of their schooling here, problems often begin to appear
around the time of adolescence, when Vietnamese children are expected
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to begin to adopt the roles of adults.

Okay there is some breakdown in the family. Kids are
growing and becoming American. They want to date.
They want to go out. This idea never existed in Viet-
nam. So the kids cannot tolerate this. And they don't
like to be told- anything, particularly to stay home.38

Even the best behaved and properly enculturated students are
subject to attitudinal differences that are emphasized in school. Indi-
vidualism and individualized personal growth as expressed in American
culture are not familiar characteristics to Vietnamese parents.

| want to please my parents but they just don't see things
the way that | do. | got interested in art in school. My
father wanted me to be a doctor. So now | am at the
university and | am taking pre-med courses, but also art
courses. | haven't told them I'm not going to be a doc-
tor. It was the same thing with music. | told my mother
| wanted to study music when | was in high school. She
asked me to play the piano. | was afraid to tell her, but
| didn't want to play the piano. All | wanted to do was
play the saxophone.3

We found some evidence of this conflict in every household we inter-
viewed. However, it was not always apparent to an outsider. Vietnam-
ese students who are older when they arrive, seem to have the best
record of success. They either go on in school or go to work and con-
tribute to family household costs, turning over paychecks to male heads-
of-households. Viethamese who were younger when they arrived, par-
ticularly males, often have outright conflicts with parents over such mat-
ters as spending money, associating with less desirable friends, and
staying away from home too much, often spending nights with friends.
This finding has been reinforced by the recent introduction of Asian gangs
into the community. The gangs are composed mostly of disenfranchised
and dissatisfied males.

Ethnicity and the Difficulties in Schools

Choice of affiliation and identity formation can also be influenced
by the dynamics of group interaction in schools. This may be beyond
the control of the students themselves. If there are very few Vietham-
ese in the school, children might suddenly find themselves disenfran-
chised from the majority when ethnic differences begin to be realized by
other students. If there is a larger group of Vietnamese, they may find
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themselves relegated to "being Vietnamese," regardless of their identity
preferences. In some school experiences, particularly when there are
no other Asians present, the issue might not arise at all. As inthe case
of some Vietnamese students, the question of ethnic identity did not
arise until they arrived at the university. West High School (a pseud-
onym) is in a traditional European-American blue-collar neighborhood.
Up until a few years ago, minority students had tended to choose to go
to other high schools were there were more minority students. Accord-
ing to local school district policy, because of low representation of mi-
norities, West High School was encouraged to take measures to increase
its number of minority students. The result was a dramatic influx of
Vietnamese students. Although there had been a few Vietnamese stu-
dents previously, they had either fit into the student body or remained on
the margins of school life and activities and been largely ignored.

The increased number of Vietnamese, many of them immigrants,
resulted in greater viability of Vietnamese culture. Vietnamese students
tended to socialize together and, most tellingly, spoke Vietnamese in
social contexts. This created tension, particularly among those children
who were not familiar with schooling in cross-cultural contexts, a very
common instance in Nebraska. The tension reached a crisis point over
the use of Vietnamese language in school. Some students felt that the
Vietnamese students were being "exclusive" and not trying to "fit in"
because they tended to stay together, particularly in the lunch room, and
speak Vietnamese. One white male student objected to a Vietnamese
student whom he said was "staring" and "smiling" at him. This was
clearly a cross-cultural miscue. In Vietnam, the smile can mean anxiety,
anger, fear, embarrassment and even disagreement. It is a public face
to cope with all difficult circumstances.

The resultant tension led to epithets being painted on school
walls and a series of incidents of name calling. The principal, clearly
shaken by the events, tightened security, instituted a dress code and
prohibited groups that had the "appearance of gangs." These mea-
sures applied to the Vietnamese students as well as the groups who
threatened them. The result was that social interactions of groups of
Vietnamese students and other minority students were discouraged. One
Vietnamese student said, "These things are really just to make us be
like them."

This situation has had several repercussions. At West High,
Vietnamese students are no longer free to choose between an identity
based on Vietnamese culture or assimilating into American culture. Those
American students who find Vietnamese culture unattractive have po-
larized the Vietnamese and classified all students of Vietnamese origin
as, according to several teachers, "chinks." In this type of situation, it
may be difficult to be successful. Sin40 found that refugee students
who are able to retain some of their native, home cultural values, while
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also learning to blend into the mainstream culture, record higher aca-
demic achievement in school. Such students have a commitment to
academic achievement, a strong sense of self-esteem and a clear eth-
nic self-concept. However, Vietnamese students do not always fit this
profile.

Lincoln Vietnamese and their Community

Although lumped into a generic category by outsiders, the Lin-
coln Vietnamese community is not homogeneous. There are many dif-
ferences among Vietnamese including such things as religion, affiliation
in Vietnam, place of origin, occupation, experience and social status.
Since family is so important, family problems are not readily discussed
outside the immediate family. However, some support for community
problems is offered to Vietnamese through a variety of social and reli-
gious groups. Virtually all Viethamese belong to one or more of these
groupings, which may include, among others, the Catholic church, a
variety of Protestant groups, a Buddhist temple and veterans of the Army
of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN). Such organizations claim that prob-
lems with the community are caused by outsiders, particularly those
disenfranchised from group membership by life experiences, wartime
affiliation, ethnicity, marriage or "immoral" or socially inappropriate be-
havior. For example, many Vietnamese in Lincoln belong to the Catho-
lic church, which provides support but also describes morality and pre-
scribes behavior.

In one case a Vietnamese teenager was caught shoplifting. The
manager of the store took him into his office and told him he was going
to call his parents. In most circumstances the preference would be to
call parents over the police. However, the Vietnamese boy drew a gun
and escaped from the store. He was later arrested by the police. He
explained that when he realized that his shoplifting would cause his family
embarrassment, he could think of nothing except to run away. As his
mother explained, he "did not want to have his father find out. He did
not want to shame my family."

Commonly broken or weak families are blamed for many prob-
lems in the Vietnamese community. To traditional Viethamese, not hav-
ing a family is unthinkable.41 "The worst thing that can happen to a
Vietnamese is to embarrass or lose his family. Without family you are
no one."42

If you look at any of the problems of Vietnamese chil-
dren, they are all related to one thing: broken families.
Either the child comes from an unmarried mother, is an
adopted child from a first marriage or is adopted be-
cause there are no parents. These are the problem
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children. Vietnamese do not make good step-children
or step-parents. Nobody is happy withthese children.43

Such children are mentioned as an embarrassment to the community.
One Vietnamese mother referred to these children as "dust children."
They have no one and no place to call home, they have no value or
stability. Another parent said that most of such troublesome children
come from California. In fact, it is commonplace to blame Lincoln youth
troubles to outsiders.

They really are trouble. | don't like them here. | wish
that they would stay in California. Children from broken
homes are a bad influence on other children. They loaf
around and don't do anything. And they ask other chil-
dren from good homes to join them.44

One primary school girl living with only her mother fits this clas-
sification. It is unclear why the mother is alone, but the child has no
status or standing in the community. According to her teacher, she is
unable to make friends with any other children. For her birthday, she
was only able to invite her teachers to her party, most of whom chose
not to go. Says her teacher, "she is so sad and alone. | wish | could do
something, but | don't really see how. She is Vietnamese through and
through. But she has no ties to that community."

Students and Ethnic Identity

Another group, now just arriving at the university, are those Viet-
namese who have been raised American. They often have resisted the
"immigrant culture" of their parents, choosing to think of themselves as
"average Americans." Inevitably as they progress through the school
system, it becomes clear that they will be denied this identity option. As
peer groups begin to form, Vietnamese often become "different." This is
a particular hardship on children who have grown up with the illusion of
"sameness."

At some point minority children must choose some other iden-
tity option which is often exclusive in nature. Finding majority identity
denied to them, these students may concentrate on school academic
performance, or drop out of the system altogether. In interviewing Viet-
namese students attending the university we found that many success-
ful students had created a hybrid identity, blending social norms from
both American and Vietnamese culture. Of particular note, the students
interviewed shared their parents' views of appropriate mates, by ap-
pearing to hold on to the traditional values of looking for companions
who were within their own culture. Said one female university student:
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‘| want to marry a Vietnamese guy. We would have cultural understand-
ing, a basic understanding of each other."

Another female student related, “When | was younger, | wasn't
in much contact with Vietnamese guys so | imagined myself marrying an
American. Now my choices have broadened. I'd rather marry a Viet-
namese guy.” In a combination of traditional Viethamese and American
views, a Vietnamese male student described the girl he might "date,"
“Preferably a Vietnamese girlfriend. Before it was American. It's better
for me and my family. She'd help me learn Vietnamese, the culture.” For
these students, cultural continuity has become quite important, not in
terms of rejecting American culture, but rather preserving ethnic identity
and, as one student explained, "honoring my ancestors." Consistent
with our findings of marriage views, students showed an increased ap-
preciation for their culture and heritage, even though some studies have
reported that Viethamese-American youth have exhibited less interest
in their traditions and values as compared to their parents and elders.
This is often in spite of tendencies they had evidenced in early adoles-
cence to reject traditional Vietnamese cultural values.

| speak mostly English with my cousins, but recently
[have been] speaking more Vietnamese. When | came
to Lincoln, | wasn't thinking about my traditions. Here, |
interact with more Vietnamese; they speak better. |t
makes me feel bad, embarrassed. | don't want to lose
the language. Makes me feel left out. Makes me think
about my values.46Friends who are not Vietnamese,
would ask me about my culture and | felt bad about no
knowing. [This change to know more about my culture]
would not have happened if | were working, if | wasn'tin
school. It has a lot to do with the university. Here, the
setting makes you ask more ques.tions..47

There are implications that this appreciation for culture and heritage is a
function of establishing self-identity. The time, place and circumstances
of the completion of adult identity formation vary among the students.
Also, these students' connections with their Viethamese heritage are
dependent upon experiences in the school setting, especially when it
results in an examination of ethnic identity, often in terms of a personal
or family crisis.

Conclusions
As this paper has presented, the issues impacting Vietnamese
ethnic identity formation are broad and multi-dimensional. It is not sur-

prising that there are other components to the formation of identity that
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have not been extensively explored. We have attempted to describe
some of the issues concerning ethnic identity formation, including the
manifestation of problems concerning ethnic identity and its effects, both
positive and negative on children's cultural values. These cultural val-
ues, specifically the values inherent in American education, are strongly
affected by the development of ethnic identity.

Vietnamese in Lincoln, Nebraska seem to willingly inhabit the
fringes of the debate concerning the value of education. They have
established an enclave as a normative reference group48 which sets
standards, offers guidance and polices behavior. They leave the deci-
sions on curricular inclusion and education goals to others. For Viet-
namese parents, the social value of education is not a high priority. To
them, the broader purpose of education is to further the interests of the
family. As an integral and contributing member of a family, each child
has responsibility to support the welfare and status of the family. Indi-
vidual excellence is rewarded when it contributes to these goals. Indi-
vidualism and self-expression are tolerated only in context of achieving
these goals. When such personal attributes go beyond or conflict with
family well-being they are discouraged and devalued.

Unlike other predominantly European migrant groups to the
United States, status and identity are anchored solely to the family. If
Vietnamese wish to maintain membership in the Vietnamese commu-
nity it is only possible through membership in a family. Single Vietham-
ese who are unable to locate extended family will seek honorary affilia-
tion with an existing family through informal adoption. No Vietnamese
will willingly exclude themselves from family membership. The strength
and importance of this tie cannot be overstated. Viethnamese students
must cope with the demands to be American and the constraints of tra-
ditional Vietnamese culture. The inevitable result is the beginning of a
hybrid culture4® which both complements and conflicts with traditional
Vietnamese culture. As children progress to adulthood they become
more cognizant of their place in the larger community. Often this in-
cludes being members of the Vietnamese community and integrating
into the non-Vietnamese community. For their parents, community pro-
vides a safety net of protection and support. It influences activities and
helps to interpret the meanings and activities of the host culture.®9 In
contrast, this community can be a burden to children, creating conflict
between new and old culture. The responsibility of membership is con-
formity to cultural norms of the immigrant group: no difficulty to parents,
often a hardship for their children. School provides the nexus for an
emerging cultural identity. The circumstances and the school will limit
the identity choices and force a decision from the student. In some
cases, particularly in schools where there are no other Asians, the op-
portunity to "pass" as a member of the majority group is available to the
student. In this case the decision of identity may be deferred or ignored.
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In other cases there may be a choice between being Asian and being
American or non-Asian. In Lincoln, Nebraska, Vietnamese students must
cope with being "Asian," clearly and inexorably different, often in spite of
the fact that this was not an issue in earlier grades of primary school.
This often results in marginalizing them into an involuntary Asian iden-
tity which emerges as a hybridization of American, Vietnamese and even
generalized Asian culture. From this cultural adaption conflicts emerge
in the family and in both the Vietnamese and non-Vietnamese commu-
nities. Together, the examination of ethnic identity and its effects on the
education of all youth should be considered carefully. This project will
continue in the future to examine emerging issues in Vietnamese iden-
tity formation and track change within the Vietnamese community of Lin-
coln, Nebraska, comparing and contrasting the unique characteristics of
this community to other Vietnamese and emerging immigrant communi-
ties in the United States.
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