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Understanding The Spacial Haads‘

Uf Southeast Asian Youth

Introdustion

As of December 1920, there are over 2,500 Southeast Asian
refugeaes living in the La Cross= area. There are five distinct
Southeast Asian refugee groups, They are the Cambodians, Chinasa
{Yietnam born), Hmong, Lactian, and Viatnamese.

The largesf of these groups is the Hmong, presently numbering
approximately 2,400 perscons.

For this reascn this presentation will concentrate on the

Hmong people from Laes.



The Hmong Family

The family ls the mast Important aspect of Hoong life and
has the most iapertant influsnce on the Hmong pecple. The needs
and concerns f the family as a whole are of greater importance
than thoss of the individual, To ke Hmong means being close te
pne's family, preserving its dignity., and doing nothing to bring
reproach or shzame.

The familial social structare greatly influences the values,
pricrities, and behavior of the Hmong. The importance of loyalty
to the family will affect individual decisions about behavior.

When considering the Hmong family it is again important to
remember not to sterectype. There is no one description to cover
all wvariations of Hmong life. There are many varlables that conme

into play: length of time in country, English abllity, etc.

Early Marriages
Within the Hmong culture nen have traditionally hbeen the
heads of the family. It was the responsibility of the husband to
be the "bread winner" supporting the famlly financially, 5ince
the majorlity of the Hmong wer= farmers, the harder they worked the

more prosperous they were and the better off their families would

be .

In Laos, men narried at age 15-17. The Hmong women married
as young as 12 years old, however most were batween 14-16. The
adolescent years were not given much attention since many youths
moved directly from childhood into the responsibilities of

adulthood. Parental responsibilities for a child ceased when a



young person married and began raising his or her ocwn family.

Tragfditicnally the groom had to pay the bride's family a
purchase price for his wife, In most cases the marriage was
negotiated between the families of the two pecple, The young
couple believed that love would develop as they bulit their lives
together. In cases where the couple chose each other-the
arrangements or negotiations between families cccurred at a later
tima.

In Lacs when a woman married she became a member of her
husbande clan. If hLer husbhand died she had the opticon of
returning to her father’s clan, or remaining with her husband's.
If she chose to return to her father's clan, she would forfeit her
cnildran as they will always be members of her husband’'s clan,

It was common for a man to have as many as three teo five
wives at the sama time. The woman was only allowed one husbhand.
however. The husband's first wifs would heold priority in the
female heirachy.

In this country the practice of early marrlage is changing
rapidly, aithuugh it does still exist. &s families realize the
importance of their daughters getting & good educaticn, marriage
is put off to at until least high school graduation in many cases.

In more and more communities young women are putting off
marriage to gain at least some college education. However, for
some of the older nore traditional familiss early marriage is
2till part of the expacted rols of their daughters.

There are other reasons, at least in this country, for girls

to marry very young. In many families the daughters are axpected



to assume a2 lot of responsibility for the care and maintenance of
the family. Household cheres, babysitting, cooking, etc., demand
a lot of time and work, There 1s little time for hompework. In
additlon, many familles are much more cauticus about letting their

daughters get invoived in extra-curricular activities than they

ar= with their sons. In the majority of families girls are not
allowed to date. Girls begin to feel trapped, overworked,
misunderstood, and unimportant. dometimes the only way out

appears to be marriage.

Family Communicaticon

In many Asian countries and other places in the worid,
children BELONG to their families. The parents  have
responsibillties and ocbligations to their children. Many times
other extended family members ([(aunts, uncles, grandparents) are
zlso involved in the child rearing.

Children, too, have responsibilities toward theles families.
It 15 saxpected they will consider ftheir family first in any
decision they make.

In the Hmenyg tradition, if a parent mistreats a child clan
ieaders speak to the parents. The care of the child may be given
to a family or clan member for a pericd of time, depending on the
severit? of the situation.

Traditional Hmong culture places great attention and respect
on age. An older person was respected and children were expected
to care for the aged parants. Less attention was given to

children. Children, for the most part, were tavght appropriate



mehavior through observing the conduct of their parents and other
adults., There was not a lot of discussion or verbal communication
between parent and child.

Diseiplinary measures for mest Hmeng families begin with
gcolding or "talking to" their children when misbehaving. Most
Emong familiss feel that physical punishment in the form of
spanking is=s appropriate for children of all ages. If children
repeatedly engage in behaviors the family cannot contrel, clan
leadesrs are called in for assistancs. Due in part to early
marriages, traditionally parenting by the Hmong was ccompleted by
the time thair child reachad adolescence.

Surveys of parenting practices in this country have shown
that =zadoleascence iz the age where Hmong families have the most
difficulty. The reasons may seem obviocns, but the turmeil
familias are thrown into should not be minimized. Stress and

frustration are sxperisnced by both sides of the intergesn=raticnal

conflict.

Intergenerational Conflict

The Hmong parents having never been a teen ager in this
codntry do Wot realizse the pressures their adolescent youth are
faced with. They feal their children lack raspect for them and
they fear the losz of their language and culture. Lacking
understanding wof the western lifestyle, educational esystem,
English, job =skills, ete., many of the Hmong parents ars net aple
to be a support for their teenagers.

The vyouth faged with peer pressures are forced to mnake



decisions they have not been trained to make.

Role reversals have added to the stress in families. In many
cases the teesnagers canh speak English much better than their
parents. The kids become Iinterpreters or teachers for their
mothers and fathers, This places great stress on the children and
Farents.

Intergenerational c¢onflict is characterized by the youth
rebelling against the traditional Hmong social order which,
according to the elders, has preserved Hmong social harmony
throughout the centuries. Growing up in the United S5tates, whers
many have spent most of thelr liwves, Hmong children receive a
formal eaducaticon in ﬁﬁerican schocls, through contact with
American society and from American television. Many of them still
believe they belong to the Hmoag culture, while in reality they do
nat have any idea of their own traditicns or wvalue systam. Most
de not know how to read and write in the Hmong language and many
have difficulty understanding the spoken language of older Hmong
adults, Many of the vyouth pretend to live the American way of
life, but meost of them do not understand the true American
system/spirit. OUnfortunataly sane Hmanhg youth beliave
Americanization to be following the exampla of inappropriate
western "friends" and televisionh heroes,

Although some youth try desperately to fit in with their
western peers, many are simply unable to de it at this paint in
time. This comes from a wvariety of causes. The Hmong are an
easily Identifiable minority. Each of them face racist,

prejudicial attitudes/treatment at one time or another. Having to



tope with these, and other, pressures combined with a lack of self
confidence places some youth in a very wvulnerable situaticon.
Seecking their own support group scome become members of gangs.

As of the present time very few Hmong youth in the La {rosse
area have actually become members of gangs. However, the numbers
of Hmong vyouth with behavicral preoblems is increasing as
intergeneraticnal conflict within the families increases.

The La Crosse Area Hmong Mutual Assistance Asscociation's
{HMAA! South East Asian Leadership {SEAL) training program is an
example of a service being developed to meet the special needs of

Sgutheast Asian youth. (See enclosed materisl)

Finances/Availability

The majority {(approximately 73%) of Hmong families in the La
Crosse area are recelving some type of public assistance. Most
families live in substandard housing, yet pay high rent and
utility bilis, The average family size iz seven,. The large
families combined with limited income and expensive housing costs
result In very little funding available for other needs.

Depending on the living arrangement and the type of public
assistance program they are in , the majority of HEmong youth lose
financial assistance at elther age 8 or 19. If the youth came to
this country at an older age it may mean he/she wil)l spend a
couple of wyears in high school without any financial assistance,
In zome cases the youth may be eligible for the county's genetral
relisf program. At best this funding is extremely minimal.

The result is greater stress and pressure on the youth and



the entire family. In many cases high scheol students are working
part time to assist their families financial situation. This is
another reason the HMAA developed the SEAL training program for

Scutheast Aslan youth.

Integration Inte High School

As of November 1990 there are ovear 800 Scutheast Asian
students in the La Crosse School District, Approximately 200
studaents are in grades 9-12,

The La Crosse School District has Iin place an excellent
English as a Secocnd Lahguage (ESL} program for refugee youth. ESL
instruction iz the foundation for integration into high schoel,
As English ability improves the students are moved into mainstream
classes., At this point increased jnteractlon with nonh-refugee
students takes place, However, ESL teachers are prowviding and
encouraging cultural presentation/discussions with other classes
long befores nainstreaming begins. Many time refugee students are
utilized as presenters=,

The HMAA and the La Crosse 5choo] District co-sponsor the
Multicultural Youth Council ™ (MYG}). The MYC was established in
Dacember of 1929 in an attempt to increase appreciation for

cultural and racial diversity through education.

The MYC consists of representatives from the HEmong,
Cambodian, Chinese, Bangladeshian, African Amesrican, Native
American, Vistnapese, Norweglian, German, Danish, Irish, Engllsh,
and other naticnalities. Recently MYC members have traveled to

Viroqua, Wisconsin, and Caledonia, Minnesota High Schools



prcviding panel presantations on cultural
differences/ssimilarities., In the near future Holmen High School
will be wvisited. Plans are underway to implement a local high
school minl-sxchange program. This will allow minority students
from La Crosse to visit outlying high schoecls for one or twoe days
and students from those schools to visit La Crosse schools., In
this manner other students are eaxposed to the opportunity of
getting to know someone from another cultural/racial background.
In Hovember 1%390 thres mpembers of MYC and 1 attended the
Maltiscultural Youth Conferapncs in Lake feneva, Wisconsin. The
youths participated in discussions and a Youth Panel] Presentation
dealing with issues of racism affecting minority students. Thess
types of educational presenptations have proved effective in
answering ramors and myths, and pronoting greater understanding

between all groups.



Nonracist Sarvice Delivery
To

Diverse Populations

To meet the needs of Southeast Asians, and other minority
populations, the individual service provider must be able to
recogrize that hissher own biases mpay come into play.

Ingensltivity, discriginatory efforts, overt, and covert
examples of racism are myriad. Service providers must be aware of
the dysfunction of thes=se behavicrs to work with self-awarsness to
change such attitudes and behaviors.

In order to develop z model for sccial services which can
mininize the effects of racism, it iz important teo leook first at
the practice, attitudes, knowledge, and skill of the social
service or mental health practitioner. The individual wha
provides direct service 1s tha mpajor instrument of treatment and
resourca mobilization. 4 skilled nonracist practitlioner can
effectively mitigate many of the sffects of racism in a program.
Conversely, a directf practitionar whe is overtly, covertly, or
even unconscicusly racist can do grave damage, even in a services
delivery structure that has sought to eliminate institutional
racism.

Devaleoping nonracist practices is not simply a matter of
having concern for clis=nts. The central issue is whather the

workaer has attitudes and skills which can he used in conscious

process of empowerment for the client.



Neonracist Services Delivery
FPage 2

In "Black Empowerment: Socilal Work in Cppressed Communities,"

rvice delivery. He presented four characteristics of the

nonraciast practitioner which are essential in developing a

strategy of empowerment for cppressed groups:

.1 n

The practitioner should possess the ability to perceivse
in any behavicr-pthers or one's cwni-alternative
explanations for that bBehavior, particularly those
alternatives that the self might most strongly reject as
false;

The practiticner should possess the ability to ceollect
gbhjectively through the senses those verbal and
nonverbal cues that would help to identify out of all
possible alternatives the one that is most likely or
most probable for a given client:

The practitioners shounld hava the ability to faeel
warmth, genuine concern, and empathy for people
regardless of their race, color, or =thhic background;
and

The practiticner should be able to confront the client
when true feelings'cr warmth, genuine concern, and
empathy have besnh expressed but have been misinterpreted

or distorted by the client.

The desire to help or a sens= of svapathy is not suffjcis=nt

to eliminate racist effects from practice. An example is the

typical American insistence on direct eye contact-which can maks

persons from other cultures very uncomfortaple. E.g.-the Juvenile

Court Judge who presumed guilt for a delinguant act on the basis



Nonracist Services Dellvery
Page 3
that a Navajo youth would not "lock him in the eye."
Practitioners need to perceive behavicor inscfar as possible
through the attitudes, structure of meaning., and beliefs of the
client.

Clients who sense waranth, genuineness, and empathy in service
providers respond with greater progress. The applicaticn of these
feelings across race and cultural difference is a test of a
practitioners ability to sense a common humanity and to
understand, appreclate, and respect differences.

in many Asizn cultures, thers is a sense that open
disagreement is disrespectful and offensive. It becomes essential
for the practiticner to develep nonconfrontive ways to sesk out
the clients real feeling=s about treatment and service delivery.

It is vital that American service providers- develcop their
knowledge about the cultures, communication patterns, needs,
expectations, and aspirations of the refugee populaticns to be
able to aveid the racial and cultural sterectyping that has
oceurred for so many ethnic groups in the United States. Increased
knowlegdge combined with gennineness promote attitudes suppeorting
nonracist treatment and advoéacy skills.

Attitudes must then be combined with intervention skills and
action. There are four identified specialized skills that need to

be directed towards empowering the client. They are;

1; Estaklishing rapport
2) Establishing expertise
3) Assessing client strengths

L ¥ Establishing the client as an agent of change



Monracist Services Delivery
Page 4
Utilizing the above skills in, combination with a supportive
attitude, will greatly assist practiticners in develcoping

culturally sensitive, nonracist services for clients.



For more information on the refugees from Southeast Asia and

developing appropriate services, fee]l free to contact me.

Denis L. Tucker
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as young as 12 years old, however most were batween 14-16. The
adolescent years were not given much attention since many youths
moved directly from childhood into the responsibilities of

adulthood. Parental responsibilities for a child ceased when a



young person married and began raising his or her ocwn family.

Tragfditicnally the groom had to pay the bride's family a
purchase price for his wife, In most cases the marriage was
negotiated between the families of the two pecple, The young
couple believed that love would develop as they bulit their lives
together. In cases where the couple chose each other-the
arrangements or negotiations between families cccurred at a later
tima.

In Lacs when a woman married she became a member of her
husbande clan. If hLer husbhand died she had the opticon of
returning to her father’s clan, or remaining with her husband's.
If she chose to return to her father's clan, she would forfeit her
cnildran as they will always be members of her husband’'s clan,

It was common for a man to have as many as three teo five
wives at the sama time. The woman was only allowed one husbhand.
however. The husband's first wifs would heold priority in the
female heirachy.

In this country the practice of early marrlage is changing
rapidly, aithuugh it does still exist. &s families realize the
importance of their daughters getting & good educaticn, marriage
is put off to at until least high school graduation in many cases.

In more and more communities young women are putting off
marriage to gain at least some college education. However, for
some of the older nore traditional familiss early marriage is
2till part of the expacted rols of their daughters.

There are other reasons, at least in this country, for girls

to marry very young. In many families the daughters are axpected



to assume a2 lot of responsibility for the care and maintenance of
the family. Household cheres, babysitting, cooking, etc., demand
a lot of time and work, There 1s little time for hompework. In
additlon, many familles are much more cauticus about letting their

daughters get invoived in extra-curricular activities than they

ar= with their sons. In the majority of families girls are not
allowed to date. Girls begin to feel trapped, overworked,
misunderstood, and unimportant. dometimes the only way out

appears to be marriage.

Family Communicaticon

In many Asian countries and other places in the worid,
children BELONG to their families. The parents  have
responsibillties and ocbligations to their children. Many times
other extended family members ([(aunts, uncles, grandparents) are
zlso involved in the child rearing.

Children, too, have responsibilities toward theles families.
It 15 saxpected they will consider ftheir family first in any
decision they make.

In the Hmenyg tradition, if a parent mistreats a child clan
ieaders speak to the parents. The care of the child may be given
to a family or clan member for a pericd of time, depending on the
severit? of the situation.

Traditional Hmong culture places great attention and respect
on age. An older person was respected and children were expected
to care for the aged parants. Less attention was given to

children. Children, for the most part, were tavght appropriate



mehavior through observing the conduct of their parents and other
adults., There was not a lot of discussion or verbal communication
between parent and child.

Diseiplinary measures for mest Hmeng families begin with
gcolding or "talking to" their children when misbehaving. Most
Emong familiss feel that physical punishment in the form of
spanking is=s appropriate for children of all ages. If children
repeatedly engage in behaviors the family cannot contrel, clan
leadesrs are called in for assistancs. Due in part to early
marriages, traditionally parenting by the Hmong was ccompleted by
the time thair child reachad adolescence.

Surveys of parenting practices in this country have shown
that =zadoleascence iz the age where Hmong families have the most
difficulty. The reasons may seem obviocns, but the turmeil
familias are thrown into should not be minimized. Stress and

frustration are sxperisnced by both sides of the intergesn=raticnal

conflict.

Intergenerational Conflict

The Hmong parents having never been a teen ager in this
codntry do Wot realizse the pressures their adolescent youth are
faced with. They feal their children lack raspect for them and
they fear the losz of their language and culture. Lacking
understanding wof the western lifestyle, educational esystem,
English, job =skills, ete., many of the Hmong parents ars net aple
to be a support for their teenagers.

The vyouth faged with peer pressures are forced to mnake



decisions they have not been trained to make.

Role reversals have added to the stress in families. In many
cases the teesnagers canh speak English much better than their
parents. The kids become Iinterpreters or teachers for their
mothers and fathers, This places great stress on the children and
Farents.

Intergenerational c¢onflict is characterized by the youth
rebelling against the traditional Hmong social order which,
according to the elders, has preserved Hmong social harmony
throughout the centuries. Growing up in the United S5tates, whers
many have spent most of thelr liwves, Hmong children receive a
formal eaducaticon in ﬁﬁerican schocls, through contact with
American society and from American television. Many of them still
believe they belong to the Hmoag culture, while in reality they do
nat have any idea of their own traditicns or wvalue systam. Most
de not know how to read and write in the Hmong language and many
have difficulty understanding the spoken language of older Hmong
adults, Many of the vyouth pretend to live the American way of
life, but meost of them do not understand the true American
system/spirit. OUnfortunataly sane Hmanhg youth beliave
Americanization to be following the exampla of inappropriate
western "friends" and televisionh heroes,

Although some youth try desperately to fit in with their
western peers, many are simply unable to de it at this paint in
time. This comes from a wvariety of causes. The Hmong are an
easily Identifiable minority. Each of them face racist,

prejudicial attitudes/treatment at one time or another. Having to



tope with these, and other, pressures combined with a lack of self
confidence places some youth in a very wvulnerable situaticon.
Seecking their own support group scome become members of gangs.

As of the present time very few Hmong youth in the La {rosse
area have actually become members of gangs. However, the numbers
of Hmong vyouth with behavicral preoblems is increasing as
intergeneraticnal conflict within the families increases.

The La Crosse Area Hmong Mutual Assistance Asscociation's
{HMAA! South East Asian Leadership {SEAL) training program is an
example of a service being developed to meet the special needs of

Sgutheast Asian youth. (See enclosed materisl)

Finances/Availability

The majority {(approximately 73%) of Hmong families in the La
Crosse area are recelving some type of public assistance. Most
families live in substandard housing, yet pay high rent and
utility bilis, The average family size iz seven,. The large
families combined with limited income and expensive housing costs
result In very little funding available for other needs.

Depending on the living arrangement and the type of public
assistance program they are in , the majority of HEmong youth lose
financial assistance at elther age 8 or 19. If the youth came to
this country at an older age it may mean he/she wil)l spend a
couple of wyears in high school without any financial assistance,
In zome cases the youth may be eligible for the county's genetral
relisf program. At best this funding is extremely minimal.

The result is greater stress and pressure on the youth and



the entire family. In many cases high scheol students are working
part time to assist their families financial situation. This is
another reason the HMAA developed the SEAL training program for

Scutheast Aslan youth.

Integration Inte High School

As of November 1990 there are ovear 800 Scutheast Asian
students in the La Crosse School District, Approximately 200
studaents are in grades 9-12,

The La Crosse School District has Iin place an excellent
English as a Secocnd Lahguage (ESL} program for refugee youth. ESL
instruction iz the foundation for integration into high schoel,
As English ability improves the students are moved into mainstream
classes., At this point increased jnteractlon with nonh-refugee
students takes place, However, ESL teachers are prowviding and
encouraging cultural presentation/discussions with other classes
long befores nainstreaming begins. Many time refugee students are
utilized as presenters=,

The HMAA and the La Crosse 5choo] District co-sponsor the
Multicultural Youth Council ™ (MYG}). The MYC was established in
Dacember of 1929 in an attempt to increase appreciation for

cultural and racial diversity through education.

The MYC consists of representatives from the HEmong,
Cambodian, Chinese, Bangladeshian, African Amesrican, Native
American, Vistnapese, Norweglian, German, Danish, Irish, Engllsh,
and other naticnalities. Recently MYC members have traveled to

Viroqua, Wisconsin, and Caledonia, Minnesota High Schools



prcviding panel presantations on cultural
differences/ssimilarities., In the near future Holmen High School
will be wvisited. Plans are underway to implement a local high
school minl-sxchange program. This will allow minority students
from La Crosse to visit outlying high schoecls for one or twoe days
and students from those schools to visit La Crosse schools., In
this manner other students are eaxposed to the opportunity of
getting to know someone from another cultural/racial background.
In Hovember 1%390 thres mpembers of MYC and 1 attended the
Maltiscultural Youth Conferapncs in Lake feneva, Wisconsin. The
youths participated in discussions and a Youth Panel] Presentation
dealing with issues of racism affecting minority students. Thess
types of educational presenptations have proved effective in
answering ramors and myths, and pronoting greater understanding

between all groups.
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examples of racism are myriad. Service providers must be aware of
the dysfunction of thes=se behavicrs to work with self-awarsness to
change such attitudes and behaviors.

In order to develop z model for sccial services which can
mininize the effects of racism, it iz important teo leook first at
the practice, attitudes, knowledge, and skill of the social
service or mental health practitioner. The individual wha
provides direct service 1s tha mpajor instrument of treatment and
resourca mobilization. 4 skilled nonracist practitlioner can
effectively mitigate many of the sffects of racism in a program.
Conversely, a directf practitionar whe is overtly, covertly, or
even unconscicusly racist can do grave damage, even in a services
delivery structure that has sought to eliminate institutional
racism.

Devaleoping nonracist practices is not simply a matter of
having concern for clis=nts. The central issue is whather the

workaer has attitudes and skills which can he used in conscious

process of empowerment for the client.
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In "Black Empowerment: Socilal Work in Cppressed Communities,"

rvice delivery. He presented four characteristics of the

nonraciast practitioner which are essential in developing a

strategy of empowerment for cppressed groups:

.1 n

The practitioner should possess the ability to perceivse
in any behavicr-pthers or one's cwni-alternative
explanations for that bBehavior, particularly those
alternatives that the self might most strongly reject as
false;

The practiticner should possess the ability to ceollect
gbhjectively through the senses those verbal and
nonverbal cues that would help to identify out of all
possible alternatives the one that is most likely or
most probable for a given client:

The practitioners shounld hava the ability to faeel
warmth, genuine concern, and empathy for people
regardless of their race, color, or =thhic background;
and

The practiticner should be able to confront the client
when true feelings'cr warmth, genuine concern, and
empathy have besnh expressed but have been misinterpreted

or distorted by the client.

The desire to help or a sens= of svapathy is not suffjcis=nt

to eliminate racist effects from practice. An example is the

typical American insistence on direct eye contact-which can maks

persons from other cultures very uncomfortaple. E.g.-the Juvenile

Court Judge who presumed guilt for a delinguant act on the basis
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that a Navajo youth would not "lock him in the eye."
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knowledge about the cultures, communication patterns, needs,
expectations, and aspirations of the refugee populaticns to be
able to aveid the racial and cultural sterectyping that has
oceurred for so many ethnic groups in the United States. Increased
knowlegdge combined with gennineness promote attitudes suppeorting
nonracist treatment and advoéacy skills.

Attitudes must then be combined with intervention skills and
action. There are four identified specialized skills that need to

be directed towards empowering the client. They are;

1; Estaklishing rapport
2) Establishing expertise
3) Assessing client strengths

L ¥ Establishing the client as an agent of change
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Utilizing the above skills in, combination with a supportive
attitude, will greatly assist practiticners in develcoping

culturally sensitive, nonracist services for clients.



For more information on the refugees from Southeast Asia and

developing appropriate services, fee]l free to contact me.

Denis L. Tucker



