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INTRODUCTION

H%m: by news of the suicides of two Korean-American high school students
n Los Angeles, social worker Jae Kim of Partners in Suicide Prevention has
made it his life mission to convince Korean Americans not to take their own
ves.! As Los Angeles is the largest Korean population center outside of the
two Koreas, alarming is the group’s highest suicide rate of all Asian ethnics,
the fifth-highest suicide rate of all racial groups. It is even more alarming that
1o brunt of the suicides is committed by U.S.-born “transition age youth,”
those sixteen to twenty-five-years old. Jae Kim attributes this to the:

Korean culture of competition . . . putting a lot of stress on the second generation
" . The difference in [family and mainstrean] culture is putting a lot of pres-
sure on them as well. It's also possible that many of them aren’t getting enough
“eémnotional support from their parents because they can’t seem to communicate
_well due to the language barrier.”

\deed, extreme events such as the suicides of MIT sophomore Elizabeth
hin by self-immolating flames (USA Today January 24, 2002) and that of
irginia Tech student Seung-hui Cho after massacring thirty-three people on
ampus have been linked, at least in part, to parental and cultural pressures
or “model minority” perfection (Los Angeles Times October 23,2007). The
ik has also been found with respect to the high rates of anxiety, depression,
d alienation among Asian-American students in general, including Korean
Enm. most of whom occupy middle- and upper-class ranks (Sue and
kazaki 1090: Suzuki 1980; Kuo 1984; Falk 1995; Kao 1995; Bankston and

n * ?

Zhou 2002; Zhou et al. 2008). These problems were among the many reasons




168 Nadia Y. Kim and Christine J. Oh

that law professor Amy Chua’s Battle Hymn of the Tiger E&am.ﬁ a MmBo:.
on raising two daughters under Tiger Motherhood, or the .:OEsomm way,
sparked anti-Asian hysteria, along with a national, transnational, and global
debate on proper (racial/ethnic) parenting. . . .

Beyond academic pressure, other major contributors to the high mEn_.am
rates, both among the first and second generations, include weaker English
proficiency, hence, higher isolation, than other migrant groups as well as the
community’s cultural taboo against mental health services Qﬁﬁ Huffington
Post, December 21, 2011).* Such beliefs flow from the Eamcﬁﬂcm& honor-
shame and save-face cultural system of collectivism in Korean society and
the related doctrine of Confucianism. Such a doctrine mandates that among
the five unequal relationships in which all must engage to ensure honor and
social order are that of superior parents over inferior children (as well as status
fe.g., educational] differentials between males) (Bodde H.ommu Min wccm” 26).
As a tragic transnational similarity, the South Woﬁm.: woﬁowm:m. has rma
the highest rate of suicide among the world’s industrialized no,.ESmm {(Time
October 6, 2008; Los Angeles Times March 11, 2007; Economist December
17, 2011), a country in which only a minority has the chance 8. attend a
respected four-year university (see Min 1996a) and where momgm::oé&ﬁma
suicide rates are among the highest in the world. Why are the o?ﬂﬂg of the
immigrants from this country who beat the odds to succeed momammcnw,._@ mmma
professionally) so unhappy, many to the point of suicide? This question is at
the heart of our empirical analysis.

Theoretical Debates

Research has discovered the interesting paradox that although higher aca-
demic achievement is associated with higher seif-esteem (Harter 1998;
Portes and Rumbaut 2001) one does not necessarily cause ﬁrm. wEQ Quonw.ﬁ
1998). Kingsbury et al. (1981) found that one’s academic ability and moo_mm
class status, not one’s past academic achievements, largely mnoocz.ﬁ for one’s
self-esteem. Clifton (2007) found that self-esteem is not necessarily a good
predictor of academic success, but of one’s perceived nonqo_ of mnmgﬁEo and
related situations. What factors, then, explain academic success if oogo:-
sense ones like high self-esteem do not? Drawing on a Woﬁm:-\?aoﬁn.ms
paradox of the “unhappy success story,” we explore this central nzm."m.ﬁos
of what accounts for the depression, anxiety, alienation, and even mEE.aom
within a group widely vaunted as a model minority to Um. mEEmﬁmm., mnﬁmmr
and celebrated? In this vein, we are especially interested in the Hmﬁm:ogo
and social class factors that relate to definitions of academic success, since
much education research has taken a race or class approach to such ques-
tions (Gans 1962; Blau and Duncan 1967; Jencks et al. 1994, Featherman
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and Hauser 1994; Portes and Rumbaut 2001; Bankston and Zhou 2002; Lounie
2004; Park 2005). Applying both dimensions to the offspring of immigrants is
important. As Harker (2001: 970) writes, “[Vlery little work has addressed the
relationship between adaptation and the psychological well-being of voung
migrants.” Yet, Asian Americans are among the very young migrants who
our society is educating, debating about as students, and who have already
changed the political landscape, from demands of state compensation for the
1992 Los Angeles unrest to immigrant workers’ rights to post-9/11 due pro-
cess 1o racial respect for NBA upstart Jeremy Lin. When considering these
dynamics in relation to broader Asian-American groupings, Korean ethnics in
particular, we find that socioeconomic status (SES) does not necessarily con-
verge with evaluations of academic success (Portner 1998; Diener and Qishi
2004; Oh 2008) or foster high self-esteem among the more class-privileged
(Kingsbury et al. 1981). As previous research hints at but does not fully
investigate, students’ ability to do well—e.g., earn A grades, high test scores,
awards, college scholarships—might not necessarily mean that they are well
(Bankston and Zhou 2002).° In pursuing such questions, we do not conduct
another study on the socially constructed and status-oriented objective criteria
as the key or only measures of academic achievement, but rather on definitions
of success from the very students themselves. In such a framework, cultural
notions, such as of success, are often tied to the group’s frame of reference
(see Pollis 1968}, and it is not necessarily White America that stands in that
frame. Cultural frames of reference, or social comparisons, are themselves
embedded in structural dynamics such as the destination society’s context of
reception and the selectivity and cohort of migration (Portes and Rumbaut
2001; Kao 2000). To fully pursue these perceptions of success, we also draw
on the area of emotional culture that has been largely underdeveloped by
immigration and education scholars (see Hochschild 1979; see Goodwin et
al. 2001), yet we find that repeatedly invoked in such news stories as those at
the start of chapter and from the mouths of anti-suicide activists like Jae Kim.
That is, the only account of culture in this case cannot be the pressure-cooker
life of Korean-American children’s Confucian obligation to their parents.
. Engaging, expanding on, and critiquing existing research, we empirically
examine students who self-reported membership in “the middle class” and
their attendance at a University of California school® or a rough equivalent
(those higher status, as well) to tap student perceptions of academic success,
the potential paradoxes within, and the reasons behind both. We ask: {a) How
do structural locations of social class and race/ethnicity factor into defini-
tions of success?; ( b) In addition, what are the cultural, including emotional,
mechanisms by which success is defined?; and finally, (¢) Do these defini-.
tions of success change over time or are they more static, and what accounts
for shifting or held patterns?
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As members of one of the largest post-1965 migrant cohorts .m:a as an
ethnic group that receives more college degrees ﬂ.rmb do >H>m (Asian Pacific
Americans) writ large (Min 2006), Korean Americans are important to :.H.&Q.-
stand and draw implications from about the future of the Cm oa.:nmaommr
racial/ethnic, and migrant landscape. East Asian >9ma.om=m, :m ﬁmEnEE_., are
racially celebrated as “model minorities” and :o<9..mngm<mam.m hence, .éﬁo@
respected universities where large Korean- and Asian-American contingents
exist are an especially important site from which to sample.’

STRUCTURAL AND CULTURAL EXPLANATIONS
OF ACADEMIC SUCCESS

Ethnic Group Factors via Selective Migration Streams and
Immigrant Group Positioning

Societal factors that either constrain or facilitate the mobility and opportum-

ties of some groups vis-d-vis others are at the heart of structural accounts

of academic performance. Immigrant selectivity means that groups start

off with more or less capital and a higher or lower class mSEm Ems others,

which informs academic expectations within and ém&oﬁ. (Feliciano 2006a,

2006b). On the importance of premigrant factors, Feliciano {2006a: wmmv

writes that as immigrants are “only select segments of any :o.Ew country’s

population” they “are not necessarily representative om.maq mm:om.m_ oE.EHmm

... but [rather of] their pre-migration structural @Omﬁosm.: Despite Uﬁmm a
mostly college-educated, professional middle-class slice of a class-polarized
South Korea, American hegemonic racial ideologies lump together Korean
Americans and the Korean nation. As part of structural influences of race,
scholars have found “ethnic effects,” or ethnic muosw-mﬁm&mo factors, like
supplementary ethnic schooling to influence immigrant cm:mz._oam_ oEoo,Hpmmm,
themselves fundamentally shaped by premigration human omﬁ.:m:. Other .m”E,
nic effects” include social capital, such as strong networks in os.m“m origins
and strong ethnic communities and institutions in one’s aommwmﬂoﬁ .oE.Eo
cultural capital, such as norms and beliefs that may produce high-achieving
students and successful professionals (Portes and Rumbant 2001; Rumbaut
1997; Bobo 2001; Feliciano 2006a, 2006b; Bankston and Caldas 1998; Zhou
and Bankston 1998); and, finally, the way receiving societies see and treat the
jmmigrants’ ethnic resources.

E,MH_WWE five years after the passage of Hart-Cellar Act of _@mm,m. a slice of the
Korean population—predominantly no:wmm-ogﬁomﬁoﬂ professional, cmmmn,
and middle-class—began streaming to the mainland rather than Hawail to
realize dreams and “less exclusive” educational, political, and econpomic
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opportunities. Owing to migrant capital, U.S. immigration laws (Park 2005),
historic geopolitical ties, and post-Civil Rights conservatism, this selective
group of Korean and similar East/South Asian émigrés lent itself to the
crystallization of the stereotypical model minority mythology. Relative to
mainstream South Korean society, the U.S. education system has proven
less costly, less competitive, and less about matriculation into one of the
rarefied three that is SKY (#1 ranked Seoul, #3 ranked Koryo, and #2 ranked
Yonsei University). Owing to the pressure to repay parents who painfully
parted with the land and kin they loved for their children, there is a strain of
over-achievement ameng second-generation youth, in part explaining their
higher success rates than native-born students (Min 1996a; Park 2005) and
white Americans (Kao and Thompson 2003; Zhou and Kim 2006), including
double the college degree attainment of the latter (Min 2006). Indeed, mul-
tiple APA® groups have been found to define whiteness as academic medioc-
rity and laziness and to deem other Asian Americans their true competitors
(Jimenez and Horowitz 2013).

Selective Assimilation and Social Comparisons among
the “New Second Generation”

The model of segmented assimilation (Portes and Zhou 1993) ¢laims that
for the post-1965 second generation, assimilation is no longer a singular or
straightforward progression into the dominant white society but also a poten-
tial pathway of downward mobility into low income of color or oppositional
society, and, finally, an upward climb by way of selectively ethnic practices.
The selective ethnic pathway is one by which ethnic resources like high
immigrant expectations, supplementary schools/faiths, and bilingualism are
used rather than abandoned to assimilate academically and professionally.
As noted, our study pursues how the process of social comparison and choice
of reference group therein might challenge the tenets and generalizability of
selective assimilation for some second-generation groups, at least in part.
Scholars have found that among the main determinants of self-evaluation

. are reference groups, that is, “any group with which the individual identifies

[him or herself] such thar [s/he] tends to use the group as a standard for self-
evaluation and as a source of personal values and goals” (Pollis 1968). Impor-
tantly, reference groups are often defined by racial, ethnic, cuitural, and other
social axes (Shibutani and Kwan 1965; Merton 1972; Kao 2000). Research
has found that second-generation immigrants largely reference racial/ethnic
or social class groups whose given attributes are “on the same level” as theirs
(Davis 1966; Lorenz 1972; Kao 2000; Zhou and Bankston 1998; Zhou and
Kim 2006). We contend that threaded through these social comparisons and
other facets of defining success and self-worth are ethnic patterns of emotional
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-culture. We arrive at this framework in light of scholars’ frequent implication
“but lack of naming and development of emotional support within ethnic com-
‘munities as part of selective assimilatory success. As families and co-ethnic
communities are the micro-social and emotional environments in and through
which many second-generation immigrants interpret their migration experi-
ence (Kohn 1977), there is likely a direct or indirect link to definitions of
success and happiness (Zhou et al. 2008). In this way, definitions of success
can often be culture-specific and multidimensional (Romney et al. 1972) and
often reflect real inequalities between groups (Kao and Tienda 1998).

The “New Second Generation,” Middle Class Status,
and Perceptions of “Success”

- Among the post-1965 “new second generation,” Zhou et al.’s (2008: 44) study
of self-esteem finds that various students “defin[e] success by degrees of dig-
nity, respect, independence and economic self-sufficiency rather than by . . .
- measures employed by most researchers.” Drawing on this provocative finding
“but moving beyond a focus on self-esteem, we employ an integrated structural—
cultural framework pushed by cutting-edge education scholars (Louie 2004,
Noguera 2004, Carter 2007, 2010) to explore meaning-making about academic
success. In doing so, we contend that those who meet the mainstream’s stan-
- dards and stereotypes of the academic success story might perceive themselves
as precisely the opposite, as academic failure, and by the dint of factors we
- might not expect. Considering the backdrop of racial inequalities faced by mid-
“dle-class Asian-American youth (Tuan 1998; Park 2005; Purkayastha 2005;
- Kim 2008, 2009), Kao found that interactions of social class and ethnic effects
have a stronger bearing on how individuals construct their self-perceptions
and self-esteem than class status alone (1998, 2000), notwithstanding class’s
‘impact on performance, resources, and networks (Feliciano 2006a, 2006b;
 Vallejo 2009). Kao (1998, 2000) demonstrates more broadly that structural and
cultural processes dialectically influence one another in the process of students
. forming perceptions and definitions of academic success.
. The middle-class location of post-1965 second-generation Korean ethnics
is not simple or linear, as is the case for most immigrants and groups of color.
- The majority of the parents moved down the class ladder in the United States
- owing to nontransferable credentials, institutional and cultural/language bar-
riers, and discrimination (Min 1996b). Many have earned their way back
into the middle class, often as small business proprietors or as employees of
a lower professional rank than they occupied on the peninsula (Min 1996b;
Yoor 1997). Few in the Korean second generation, therefore, attend school
without the need to appreciate those cross-border sacrifices and long hours
- to provide an excellent education, supplementary private schooling and
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ﬁﬁoasm, and secure neighborhoods. Despite, and in part because of, the many
Eh.a&m-nmmmm resources invested to ensure academic success, the pressure on
children only intensifies.

METHODOLOGY

Data and Method

,::m. research drew on in-depth, open-ended interviews from two different
mc..aam conducted in Southern California, with first author Kim’s data set as
primary w:m second author Oh’s as supplementary. With respect to second-
mgwama.on. immigrant students of color, Kim organized her questions around
race/racialization, whereas Oh organized hers around education and achieve-
BQ.:. Both authors, however, addressed racial/ethnic/national, gender, and
moﬂm_ class experiences pertaining to education, family, ooEBE_HQu and
in- and out-groups. ,

HAE.H,m study drew on eighteen interviews of second-generation Korean
&Bmﬁommm recruited from universities and churches; social, commu-
nity service, political groups; and varied smowball sampling techniques
Q. anvary--October 2001) and Oh drew on the twelve Korean-American inter-
viewees from her larger quantitative study on 1.5- and second-generation !
H.Aonwm.u- and Mexican-American college students (January—June 2006). All
lived in Southern California at the time of the interview, though not m«m@-
one grew up there. The main analytical themes extracted from the conjoined
data were: parental expectations (e.g., cultural norms of success); ethnic peer
expectations (of academic achievement, for example); students’ perceptions
.opq self-worth/mental health and achievement (Am I happy? Have I succeeded
in school?); emotional cultures, support; and students’ perceptions of success
(Who am I comparing myself and my achievements to?).

In delimiting who fell within the “middle class,” the authors relied on
m.m_m.%mnaﬁmomm and the measures of income categories, parental educa-
tion levels, and occupational status. The average household income of the
self-described “middle-class” Korean-American sample was $75,000 to
$99,999, conforming to the U.S. Census’s “middle-class” (not Moém%z&&m
or upper-middle) household (Thompson and Hickey 2005). The occupations
Em.ﬂ E.m college-educated parents had held in South Korea, though not neces-
sarily in the States, included businessmen, professors, politicians, physicians,

| attorneys, engineers, scientists, and architects.

In line with other societal demographic trends, the majority of the Korean

Americans in the overall dataset were citizens (secondarily, permanent resi-

dents). The median age of the informants was 23.5 years and there were more
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female than male participants. In all, the interviews ranged from forty-five
minutes to about five hours in length, depending on how talkative and forth-
coming the informant was.

- To gain insights from students who meet mainstream standards of aca-
demic success, we recruited from the higher-ranked University of California
campuses—UC Berkeley, UCLA, UC Santa Cruz, and UC Trvine''~—and from
comparably or higher-ranked universities and liberal arts colleges: Stanford
_.Giﬁmmm? University of Southern California, Pomona College, Claremont
‘McKenna College, Mills College, Williams College, Boston College, Johns
Hopkins University, University of Illinois-Urbana Champaign, University of
Nebraska-Lincoln, and University of Missouri-St. Louis.'? All of author Oh’s
| students attended the University of California at Irvine, while three from UC
" Berkeley, three from UCLA, and one from UC Santa Cruz comprised Kim’s
subset of University of California students. All interviews were transcribed
either by the authors or by trained researchers and were coded and apalyzed
for academic experiences and viewpoints. Patterned narratives emerged from
the coded thematic categories and are presenied here.

- The “Failing Model Minority” and Reference Groups:
- “They Did So Much Better Than Me!”

The students shared that because their parents were socialized by the
' hyper-competitive ROK educational system and by Confucianism, they
" had constantly compared their children to other Korean Americans who
. were academic standouts: siblings, other kin, other Koreans’ children, and
the like. Noticeable in the interviews was the fact that the second genera-
tion’s reference group was fellow Korean superachievers more than Asian
Americans writ large, whom, along some vectors, Korean ethnics outperform
© (Min 2006). A college student named Joe!’ emphasized the intensity of these
comparisons and how he believed that Korean immigrant parents tended

* especially to be this way:

Korean parents have a tendency to compare you with other kids . . . like other
{Korean] friends” kids. So, I remember when I was akid ... I had a friend who
[sic] my mom and his mom were good friends and I knew him since 1 was, like,
a baby. This kid, like, knew his math times table when he was like seven or
eight. So my mom kept on like bugging me to memorize it. She would honae
mae {discipline) me. She would, like, get mad if T didn’t do it
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within their a&mw_uo%ocm, school, church, occupational, or other networks
ﬂﬁ.ma comparisons were motivated in part by the elevated status a orm%m.
wgwméamﬁ ._uwocmE to the .mEEK vital for a group fearing mediocrity and
oss of face in an already high-achieving ethnic community. On this point
mm.E&r a semor, remarked, “T think with Korean parents it really has H”o d u
with how much they can brag about you . . . Every brag is a point Yo .
always have to be one up [sic] on your friends.” Elisa, a junior. Hm.mrmqwow
Mw the methods ,._mﬁ.m to ensure success, “I think the mﬁoh.w _umEba, the Srowo
» Mﬂwmﬁn%oﬁmﬂ“ _m that “We [parents] have worked this far [for youl . ..
Clear in H.:m narratives were the Korean Americans’ own use of co-ethni

peers as their main academic reference group. Also clear is that most of Ha
Emoﬂ.umsmm felt that they were on the losing side of the comparison, oft .
defining themselves as less successful than other Korean Americans uoH @HM
at all so. For example, Hyun, a sociology major at UC Frvine, @wEommom %Mﬁ

she worked so hard vet was nowhere fri
near h «
and Harvards of the world™: er Iriends at “the UC Berkeleys

wam in high .mnroor H.Ea a good SAT score and graduated at the top of m

class, but I didn’t get in anywhere besides UCT . . . Most of my friends y
to Ivy Leagues like Princeton and Yale and T was the only one goi S veL
T couldn’t compare to their accomplishments. Boing 1o UCL

mw:mar a graduate of UC Berkeley, shared that no matter how hard she tried
she could never be as academically successful as her sister: “

mwmfmnnﬂ Hwo mu% my sisters, I work twice as hard as my middle sister, but she
ar better than me at school. And there was | i .

: Just something, I couldn’t, I
worked three times harder and then [would] think, “Oh my gosh, I failed VA_E

know? I think in a way she was j
/ Jjust a better test taker, you know? i
well in that kind of structure, you know. youlnow? She didreally

m

The Consequences of Fthnic Effect ;
“ s and “Middle Class” .
They Make Me Feel Like I'm Not Good Enough” ass” Effects:

>.mmwwawﬁm i.uo owmm migrated for their children’s education they, like other
middle-class immigrants, often drew on the social capital of their co-ethnic

Many among the second generation reported that the comparisons were not
kept within one’s family. Their parents perpetually compared each other’s
children or remarked on whose children were the best or the worst students

MMQEBW :HHQ resources in order to move back into the middle class (Zhou
and ] M ston 1998). As we introduced, however, this selective assimilatory
0d may not always promote the same definitions of academic “success”
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between the mainstream and the ethnic community, let alone mmmﬁﬁommw
perceptions and related self-esteem among the mEn._mu.ﬁm. . Hyun, w roE e me
earlier, had lamented that despite achieving valedictorian mﬁﬂEmm mw woe.z &
though loving, regarded her non-UC Berkeley .SSH.EM to @H EM ocr mum@
Jeading her to feel the same about herself. In ﬂ:m vein, she re NWN ow she
never felt like her parents approved of ber: “Like in high moro% . ,M ) Wu e
sured a lot by them because I wanted them to approve of me. That ,Mm oo
my motivation [for studying] . . . Yeah, [you] just feel so Emmmﬁm , | N
always feel like you are never good enough, 1o matter what Moc 0. tely
Other Korean Americans discussed experiences of :oﬁ.mwo w:m omﬂﬁgmo:
supported to pursue their own passions, a m‘omsoa momm.mmﬂonm @o as &Mazm,_-
parents socialized by collectivism and children moem:.moa y % gk
ism. Indeed, Min’s (1993) large survey of Korean Americans in Ne ok
high schools revealed a strong sense of detachment from Wo__.wwb oﬂ tore
(e.g., name, language), likely in part ,cmo.mmmm of such cﬁmmﬁ.@m wn@&mmw :
illustrated this generational clash with a vignette about how she deep uww&ﬂwm
pointed her parents for not majoring in the .mxﬁmnﬁom E.m;mé or wna.. edione
track that would eventually make her Em.w rich and msﬁm.zo professio
her parents could boast about and financially depend on:

So I took biology and a math class [for pre-medicine] and I Sﬂm:w rmwwﬂww mo
When [ took an African-American EmﬁoQ class 1 absolutely EMo :.n L was 50
interesting and so fascinating and something that T Rm:.% wanted to S mﬁrw nore
.. 1 wanted to study not what my parents tell me ?n.nu or what is o8

logical . . . At that point, my parents were okay with it, but they were really

ashamed. They just couldn’t understand.

Similarly, Elisa commented on how she forewent her own aspirations in light
of parental and community pressures:

Like, a lot of the Korean parents worked really hard and didn’t have the ovsoww

that wan did . . . [T]t always makes us feel pressured to do érmm ﬁwwwémi %M mM
i .. In that way, vou never feel like yo

do and not to think for ourselves . . . .

really do what you really want todo . . . Thereisa big sense of conformity. You

dom’t want to rock the boat, and feel like you messed things up.

In response to a question about Ewﬂron. or not mwor ooEnoEdQ me&ﬂm%“ﬂ&
Elisa replied, “No, it'spot . . . I think in the midst of Emﬁﬂbwﬂm 0 chieve and
attain those things for personal benefits . - you _.ﬁummw. yourself an Mq " v
want because your sight has been set H.o Emm'mogoaﬂﬁm those standards . . .
our values get lost sometimes. o . . ,
wo,%wwsnw“wwwm, ﬁmmao:nuw not to focus on or prioritize %M_m OMMMM%
emotions draws, too, from South Korean/immigrant valuing of Con
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parental superiority and valuing of controlled emotions, withheld emotional
communication, and self-sacrifice (Ellinger and Carlson 1990; Falk 1995;
Hyun 2005). In contrast to Zhou et al.’s (2008} findings, then, our informants
revealed that they did not enjoy the independence, dignity, and respect which
they wanted or desired to realize personal fulfillment, self-styled definitions
of success, and, ultimately, happiness. In this way, the second-generation
informants demonstrated their acculturation into professional middle-class
American styles of parenting (Min 1993) while they still longed for the
approval of their parents based on an ethnic collectivist barometer.

Structure-Culture Variations: Maintaining Informational Capacity
and Becoming More Emotionally Supportive

Even with the tendency to feel little autonomy in decision making about their
academic lives, the Korean-American students felt, in contrast, that relative
to others like the Latino students on their campuses, they had sufficient infor-
mational access to do well in school and excel {Lew 2006). By way of their
parents and ethnic networks, many felt that they could get the tutoring as
well as SAT and college essay preparation to achieve (Park 2005; Lew 2006).
Although the Korean-American respondents tended not to feel that they ever
fully met their parents’ expectations or had their unfailing emotional support,
structural—cultural interactions also fostered changes in parents and in self
that fostered a sense of familial acceptance and self-satisfaction.

Korean-American parents could learn to “let 20 of control through outlets
like ethnic churches or organizations, They began to trust their children, in
part, by supporting their individual goals and needs, and learned to become
more emotionally supportive in mainstream U.S. terms. Jacquelyn shared
how the struggles of immigrating, especially as racialized minorities, have
prompted her parents—particularly her father—to seek the church and
become less grades-obsessed and more emotionally supportive.

I think growing up [in South Korea] our family had our dysfunctions. Like my
dad, he was & drinker . . . he smoked . . . My mom was always home taking care
us ... And then once we moved to the States, uh, yeah, my dad really changed
- . . He’s [sic] become one of the most relatable, sensitive men that I know and
he’s very, very affectionate with me, Imy younger sister, in particular . . . And
my dad is always wanting to talk, always wanting to know what’s going on
in my life, my love life, and gives me advice about everything . . . [So], like,
[ always saw their sacrifice before their anger, everl though we didn’t give them
what they wanted from us . . . they were never satisfied with my grades at school
even though I did well . . . But then, yeah, you know, once I got to college and
they realized that they weren’t going to see me every day, like, they don’t harp
on me about grades as much,
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Throughout her interview, Jacquelyn made clear Hwﬂ.&%ocmw m:.o M:M M”.om MM.
her sisters were never the “perfect” students that their parents wishe ! M n o
be, she felt she had achieved a sufficient _oﬁ.w_ of academic msno.mmm w: o
pusitive self-image owing largely to her mmaﬂ_um“m on:Em_ wEomoEm Mﬁ.ﬂwvﬁaw
Similarly, Ron, a Stanford graduate and dbéoamﬁ\ of .mocﬁrmﬁwnw M mo me
(USC) student, related that if his family had onmEaa in moaw. or m.ﬁmi
pressures on him would have been overwhelming, but m&.mw mﬁm:mﬁ &M 2 new
country, his parents seemed to realize Em.ﬁ everyone working co Wo v %a vas
paramount. His father taught the following lesson as he drove Ron an

siblings to school:

He would be like, “Family 1s like a car, and So.o..ﬂ.. has four wheels, mﬂ& Hﬂsﬁomm
family we have four wheels, so every wheel has its job and when one ua ,%m ,” "
off then the car can’t go, so all of the wheels have to work ﬂomo&.omm | s was
like his very subtle way of being like, .JQE guys have to do your _oqm. .r.ﬁ.b»m e
zood thing was that my parents never m.ma,. “Oh, you have 8 get straig .
They were like, “We want you to just give it your best shot.

Ron appreciated that his parents simply expected them to do their Mmﬂ HM
their “jobs”: being good, not necessarily perfect, students. H.m they achieve
a modicum of success by keeping their wheels on, the family would never
break down. . .
H.zoaoﬁa the data showed that just as parents rethought education, so H&M
the children. Patsy shared how her definitions of success changed as she le

college.

Before, 1 thought being successful was being the top of my omwmr ‘NM\HM :MM
prestigious lawyer, or being the top-notch surgeon or doctor .. . It UM Omw - m .
slowly change. I feel like being Mﬁoowmmwm_ @Mm MMMWOUMM@W m.w.m . WaH e 1o o
i than graduating here wi e . . .

Mmﬁmﬂﬂﬂﬂmﬂ%m a WH of Eom& but am really unhappy, [ would ,EM Smmw Mm
be a bank accountant to be happy . . . I feel like I should be a good, m.S :n ﬁmww "
inside, I don’t know . . . Like, maybe stressing out so much momgﬁ.ﬁnm y nwas

me a worse person inside. I think being successful now means doing something

worthwhile and meaningful.

i 0
Elsewhere in her interview, she shared how academic pressures caused her t

push away, and to lack appreciation for m:.w B,o,mﬁ meonmE.m people in her life,
behaviors she could not reconcile with being “successful. . . el

Although structural changes incited cultural ones, the Eﬁm.?ﬁém Swwom
reveal that the students’ reference group of _umﬂ.ﬂon mmnnoaﬁbm oom.m inics
coupled with intense parental wmommcm@.mza.:osﬁmﬂnmqmmg emotional cu
translated into a sense of failure and dissatisfaction with self.
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DISCUSSION

“Academic success” has often been 2 dependent variable that most have
relegated to the cultural realm or in comparison only to White America.
We argue, however, for an analysis that interrelates structural dynamics—
social class positioning and ethnic group factors (e.g., migrant selectiy-
ity, ethnic networks)—with cultural dynamics—expectations, reference
groups, emotional expression—as they inform students’ cultural defini-
tions of success and, ultimately, why these might not match conventional
expectations. Our study found, for Instance, that emotional support systems
mattered much more to these definitions than previous work by migration
and education scholars have acknowledged in terms of ethnic cultural
forms.

In broad terms, we found that immigrant groups are segmented into
divergent pathways not only by their social locations (e.g., class, race),
mainstream contexts of reception, and ethnic culture (emotional support) that
inform views of academic success, but also by the home country’s global
status and education system by the capital Immigrants bring with them
(e.g., skill set), and by the ethnic networks of which they are part when they
come to the United States. As one group, Korean immigrant parents’ expec-
tations of youth for overachievement flows from the confluence of South
Korean and Korean-American structural and cultural realities, including the
desire to ameliorate racial discrimination against Asian Americans as internal
foreigners. Much of the Korean community’s resultant fixation on hyper-
achievement has tended to preclude Korean-American youth from feeling
happy and satisfied with themselves despite matriculating into respected uni-
versities, some of the best in the world. Moreover, similar to “Tiger Mom”
Amy Chua, the Korean parents whom the informants described indeed desire
the “best” for their children. As with the criticisms of Tiger Motherhood,
however, much of that desire imposes undue pressure on children to “repay”
their parents’ material and emotiona] sacrifices, to raise the family’s social
status, and not to “crack” at all in the process. While parents and commu-
nity members put pressure on the second generation, they typically are not
socialized to engage in the American norms of emotional communication
by which the students are also socialized. The parents, therefore, know little
about and weakly engage the students’ own perspectives. In tum, 2 pattern
of second-generation dissatisfaction with their accomplishments often stems
from feelings that they would never be able to satisfy their parents, even if
the parents think it is clear that they do so to preempt complacency and thus
underperformance. To be sure, we revealed when and in what manner impor-
tant exceptions exist.
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CONCLUSION

The research of Annette Lareau (2002, 2011) finds that middle-class parents
emphasize a more intentional and organized form of child development,
often hurrying the child from one school activity to another while she learns
to negotiate with her parents on how she wants to be disciplined. Relative
to norms of working-class child rearing, Larean (2002, 2011) finds that
it is not at all clear that middle-class methods foster more happiness and
satisfaction and, in fact, might countervail both. Considered in this light,
the Korean-American students mostly defined “success” not as elite school
admissions or high-paying careers, but as being “happy.” They define in this
manner owing in part to the many “dime-a-dozen” good students like them
who were clearly not happy. Another reason for defining “success” as “hap-
piness” is the Korean Confucian norm of filial piety, meaning, in part, the
collapse of the children’s happiness with that of the parents, who themselves
were often unhappy, whether in reality and/or as a strategy. Analyses of the
interplay of structural and cultural influences on meaning-making in educa-
tion demonstrate that being part of the “middle class” does not always mean
a sense of self-satisfaction and of defining success in a way that conforms
to mainstream middle-class American standards. Unlike, then, what some
educational assimilation scholars claim, success and perceptions of it may not
be linear (or singularly so, as segmented assimilation has shown us). Rather,
they can be multifaceted and, at times, unpredictable and paradoxical. For
instance, future research should take up the striking sub-finding in our study
that Korean students do not necessarily invoke or compare themselves to U.S.
society’s so-called “model minority” stereotype. Rather, most outside of aca-
deme had not heard of the label but saw the sentiment as unremarkable and
took it for granted. Supplanting discussions of “model minonty” standards as
shaping their definitions of success were, instead, the standards set by paren-
ta), familial, and community expectations and by competitive comparisons.

We are clear that the findings of our study do not apply to all Asian-American
student populations. We do, however, contend that asking new questions, such
as about how people come to understand concepts that our society and scholars
seem to take for granted, is imperative to move beyond basing “success” only
on quantifiable GPAs, scores, and completion rates and, in tum, basing immi-
grant assimilatory success on these measures. What does it mean if we label
“successful” students who consider themselves “unhappy failures,” in large
part because they use their own criteria to do so? What are the implications of
dismissing the disproportionate rates of mental illness and suicide as excep-
tions to Asian-American overachievement? Group perceptions of success need
to be addressed by way of transnational, familial, and communal contexts and
with a new eye on racial/ethnic and social class influences.
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By way of this study we also hope to have inspired ideas on how to
oﬂ@oﬁﬁ Korean-American and similarly situated students. Owing to model
minonty generalizations and, in related fashion, a de-racialized view of Asia
@.@oEm, the state, public opinion makers, and civil society are unaware of E:
higher rates of domestic violence, drug abuse, mental illness, and mEoEM
common to Woam.:_ and other Asian Americans than in the .mm:wmm_ population
(Min 1996b; Danico and Ng 2004), Yet, solutions are few and far between. In
the least, we hope that this study has generated ideas on how to provide B.oH
mental health and emotional support to Korean- and other >mh.mm->5@nomm

students, especially the “most suc i
. cessful ones,” lest we violate the ol
never to judge a book by its cover. eduee

NOTES

. 1. .mEQan E.Hnm in New York have also doubled and quadrupled in recent years
oi_wm n part to ESH.HR academic pressures (New York Times, December 31, 2009) “
. .wcammm otherwise noted, the information and quotations in this vmwmmaﬂms nou_a
MoBb o.F Narae. 2013. Om.n Man’s Battle to Prevent Korean American Suicides

EM. : The Korean American Experience. Retrieved on August 31, 2013, SQ@.\\.
arc .:ﬁ.EBWQHmB.ooE\m:mszmm:@-ozm-amsm-cm&m-Ho-@anﬁuﬂ-_ﬁo&mm- icar
suicides/) e
N .u. :_w the genre of self-parody she defines “Chinese” as holding such beliefs as an

- HM \n_> m.a grade Eﬁ Em.ﬁ one must be two years ahead of one’s classmates in math.
mQB.H. Em in the Gm unmigrant community, ROK policy makers and the public readily
N it that Eﬂ:& illness-—even a common disorder like depression—is rarely talked
a owﬁ Mmm.&.w in &o country largely for fear of losing one’s job (Time, October 6 2008}
. - This is an important area of research, as the U.S. population is becoming 59.@.
mHMMHmn. H%w:wooo U.S. Census estimates that 34% of youth come from minerity

ps and that one in five school childr i immi

Thomaon 2005, en are the children of immigrants (Kao and
e 6. m:mﬂ.mu::w. in the Local Context (ELC) sets the standards for admission to the
o mMmHmE. applicants .E:ﬁ rank in the top 4% of their high school class, based on an
-unit UC-approved .Ems school course model and a GPA of at [east 3.0 (http://www
mnow.mmw\mWMma.mmmﬁm\wnomamam-mua-mammﬁ?mm\:uaonmammumn?mmﬁwmmmomm\&nb .
- The UC system is composed of 28% Asi i iforni ,

Commiseon 20 o Asian Americans nnm:moEHmwomﬂmmooaamQ
8. This act abolished the racist/ethnicist exclusions of the National Origins

Formula vsed sinee the 1924 Immierati
. tion Act prefi i
family reunification. & preterence clauses based on skill and

9. Asian Pacific American.

10. Children of immigrants who came after age eleven are considered to be

1.5 generation, while those wh i
B o came before eleven are the second generation (Portes
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11. By coincidence, no stdent from UC Davis or UC San Diego agreed to be
interviewed. .

12. The fact that most of those who attended not UC Irvine but UC Los >mm.mmmm“
UC Berkeley, Stanford, and University of Southern Om:moawm.m_mo expressed dissat-
isfaction with their academic feat(s) in comparison to co-ethnics affirms our overall
framework here. . . L

13. All names have been changed to protect the interviewees’ identities. .

14. The students did, however, maintain very strong social attachments to gthni-

cally Korean peers.
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Chapter 10

Reassessing the American Dream

Family, Culture and Educational “Success”
among Korean and Chinese Americans

Angie Y. Chung and Trivina Kang

The educational achievements and upward mobility of children of Asiar
immigrants have been a puzzle to sociologists largely because their perfor-
mance defies conventional wisdom on the socioeconomic factors that usually
lead to favorable academic outcomes. Even after holding class constant,
Asian-American students tend to outperform other racial groups (includ-
ing native-born whites) from the same or higher socioeconomic stams and
enter more lucrative white-collar professions in record numbers {(Kao and
Tienda 1995; Louie 2004). In response to misguided explanations about
the cultural superiority and deficiencies of different minority groups, a Iong
line of scholarship has reflected on the diverse structural factors that explain
Asian-American achievement (along with underachievement), E&:Ezm the
various contexts of their immigration and incorporation; the forms of capital
that immigrants bring with them: the racial, class, and economic constraints
that second-generation youths face; and the larger schoo] and neighborhood
structure within which they are rajsed (Gans 1992; Lew 2006a; Portes and
Rumbaut 1996; Portes and Zhou 1993),

Culture nevertheless remains a persisting albeit controversial lens through
which to understand the framing of educational aspirations for second-
generation youth. Part of the difficulies lies in the ways cultural explanations
have often been used to conflate race with “good” or “bad” cultural values
that supposedly explain socioeconomic mobility among minorities with less
attention paid to the racial, class, and gender inequalities that characterize
American education. For Asian Americans, continuous references to their
status as the “model minority”—that is, the notion that hard work and strong
family values have enabled thern to overcome all structural obstacles and
achieve the American Dream—has been a mixed blessing: by facilitating the
opening of job opportunities blocked to other racial minorities on one hand



