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CHAPTER 9

WHERE CHINESE AMERICAN
STUDENTS MIGHT FALL
SHORT

What the “Model Minority” Debate
Might Have Missed

David Yun Dai

It is a common perception that Asian American students as a group have
been doing well in academics. Indeed, they compare favorably with other
ethnic mirority students, and even with White students in some categories
(see Maxwell, 2007). Questions have been raised, however, as to whether
Asian American students can do equally well in areas where knowledge has
to be put to use in real world contexts instead of traditional classroom set-
tings and testing conditions. This concern has to do with the myth of “mod-
el minority” in several ways. First, portrayal of Asian American students as
a model minority tends to mask hidden problems that Asian American stu-
dents might have in their education. Second, the image of Asian American
students as a “model minority” is partly based on performance on standard-
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ized tests, which can be limited in their scope and purpose. Third, as odd
as it may sound, it is important to know whether there are hidden costs
of doing well in school. And finally, depiction of the “model minority” as
docile and obedient, real or fabricated, idealizes these characteristics to the
benefits of social control, not social progress.

In this chapter, my general argument is that the fact that Chinese and,
more broadly, Asian-American students compared favorably with other eth-
nic groups in school achievement indices should be put in perspective. For
all the good learning outcomes they have obtained from schooling, there
are other skills, such as self-directed 1earning, creativity, eritical thinking,
essential for living productively and effectively in the contemporary society
that may not be reflected in the test scores or school grades. To substantiate
my concerns, I make three interrelated arguments specifically addressing
the issues related to Chinese American students.

The basic assumption for Iy arguments is relatively a simple one: people
should be allowed to be different, to pursue and explore their own inter-
ests, ideas, strengths, talents, and value orientations. However, in the social-
ization process, people also feel pressure to fit in, to conform to the social
and cultural norms and role expectations, and to follow the conventions,
If the social and cultural norms and expectations become a predominant
force in children's lives, it can stifle the person’s individuality developmen-
wally. Admittedly, this is a very Western or individualistic notion. However,
individuality or self-directedness in feeling, thinking, and striving is a main
source of creativity and critical thinking. Based on this premise, I argue
that (1) Chinese American students tend to excel in well-structured learn-
ing environments, which is characteristic of most schools in any country,

China or US, where guidance is mainly externally provided. (2)iThe way -

school achievement is assessed might mask deficits of Chinese American
students in terms of productive thinking skills. (3) Self-directed learning
and productive use of knowledge are often underdeveloped in the regular
school environment. The first two arguments pertain to Chinese Ameri-
can students, and third argument pertains (o all students, Chinese, Chinese
American, or American in general.

These arguments are admittedly broad generalizations, [ mean them to
be on the provocative side to stir up debates and stimulate thinking. The
first two arguments only apply to Chinese American students brought up in
a home environment that stresses values of the traditional Chinese culture.
To the extent these values are no longer held for some Chinese American
families, these arguments no longer apply. Unless otherwise indicated, the
term school is used to refer to K-12 formal educational settings, although
my focus is on middle and high schools.

*
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CHINESE AMERICAN STUDENTS TEND TO EXCEL
IN WELL-STRUCTURED LEARNING ENVIRONMENTS,
WHICH 1S CHARACTERISTIC OF MOST SCHOOLS IN ANY
COUNTRY, CHINA OR THE UNITED STATES .

By well-structured learning environment, I mean tl'lat Fhere is a clear struc-
ture of what is to be learned (explicit goals arlld objectives), and ho'«cvi it ian
be learned (good instructional guidance}. Ewdenc'e from TIMSS af\‘ olt jr
international studies show a solid advantage of Asian students, particularly
in countries like Singapore and Japan (IES, 2007). Thlere may be. some
truth that these Asian countries have more rigorous curricula, esPemally in
mathematics and science. However, this argument cannot explain the- fact
that Asian American students in the United Sta.tes also compare favorably
with other ethnic minority groups in these subjects. Indeed, they do bel;
ter than Caucasian-Americans as well (Max\tvell, 2.007). SuF and Olcclaza‘
(1990) provided an explanation for the superior F}snan Amer?cans aca en{ui
achievement. They argued that academic success isamore \nable_ opuorll1 0
upward mobility for Asian Americans in the Umfed States. Whlle su? an
argument may be true with respect to the early history ofA‘s:an.Afn}eu(_:ans
who have been discriminated against in the mamstre'am society, it is 1;1_c16ai.-
ingly difficult to maintain that there are more barn_ers to succefs through
other avenues than academic ones for Asian Americans. My argument is
that while channeling energy into academics as a career strategy may bg
responsible for Asian American students’ success in school in th_e Ur;lte
States, there are deeper cultural roots for Sl:lCh a success. There are a;:' east
three possible underlying Chinese value orientations that support Chinese
American students’ school success.

Authority Orientation

This orientation may have to do with Confuc.ian teachings about thg
teacher as an authority, expert or a person of ms.dom,‘ who are charge
with the task of teaching the right ways of doilmg thll:lgS, mcu:ljczaung filxperf
knowledge, and resolving bewilderments ({% 3, :I% Jb, #% 2). Students
task is to listen and absorb whatever is presented o-r'lnct-llcated', not to ques-
tion or challenge the presented ideas. On the positive side, this Qnema;llon
enhances students’ motivation to acquire the kno‘f\rledge 'they deem fmt or-
itative and important. On the negative side, it mainly rehes.on e%[em;;l au-
thorities in gaining knowledge. One can argue that a very important func-
tion of education to help students raise importan.t questions, so?lem%es
challenge entrenched views, and envision new poss1bl.htles (Bnme(l), 1986).
The authority orientation tends to thwart the propensity to do so. One may
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ar i
gue that American classrooms encourage the freedom to express differ

;m opnions. However, it soon becomes irrelevant when curriculum stan-
ards and evaluation standards reign supreme.

Social Orientation

This is an attitude that doing well in school is to gain socially accept-
able ways of life. Students’ motivation is regulated by social ex e)i':tati ;
rather than intellectual curiosity and interests. In the Chineseptmdir.? o
school success itself is a family mandate, a vircue that all children needoi1 ’
pursue. F)therwise, parents and the whole family would feel ashamed Thi:
orientation stems from the age-old tradition of getting ahead in the sc.)cie
with outstanding academic achievement (% 1 4¢ 1] {}). Even today, ma y
officials and businesspeople in China would covet‘advanced de rez’s o
though they already have a successful career, not for learning’s saie buivff)n
thfa gl.almour of academic accolades. School as a social institution rei’nforce:
this kind of social orientation by encouraging students to follow whatever
fige-nfia or curriculum is set up for them. This orientation is the opposite of
individualism, which argues that each individual should pursue Eg or her
own per.sonal agendas and listen to one's own calling. Yang and Yu (1988)
dlSEll’lgUlShed this tendency to pursue goals and standards of excellenc
mainly defined by others in 2 social group from an individualistic tem:lence
to pursue goals and standards of excellence mainly defined by the self (sez
a.lso .Yu, 1996). They argued that the social-oriented achievement motiva-
uon is a predominant force in the Chinese culture, though in transition to
lthe modern world, an individual-oriented achievement motivation which
15 the focus in Western researchers (McClelland et al., 1953), has altlso be-
come 2 Fompeting alternative, as more options are available t,o individuals
(Triandis, 1989). Likewise, for Chinese American students who are influ-
enced by the mainstream American culture, both tendencies may coexist.
But the point s thata social-oriented achievement motivation is m);re com-

Pau'b‘le even Ymh American schools as they are currently structured than an
individual-oriented achievement motivation.

Conservative Orientation

' Thfs orientation is not necessarily confined to learning but can be seen
in a wide range of behaviors, from saving money to prepare for “rainy days”
(}k'ﬁﬁ 4443), choosing careers that ensure a predictable good life tgwoﬁ-
ing hfn‘d to preempt failures in school. Taking risks or trying out S(;methin

new is discouraged in Chinese child-rearing practice, because a sociallg

sl
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prescribed good life, as envisioned by Confucius, is not to stick out, but
t0 fit in. Eaton and Dembo {1997) studied Asian American and non-Asian
Americans’ motivational beliefs. Based on their findings, they concluded
that Asian American students’ fear of the consequence of academic failure
best explained their performance. However, this variable least explained
the results for non-Asian students. Asian American students reported lower
levels of self-efficacy beliefs, yet significantly outperformed their non-Asian
counterparts on the task. The fear of academic failure better explained
achievement motivation for Asian Americans than did self-efficacy beliefs. 1
view this fear of failure as a conservative strategy to gear up efforts to ensure
success and preempt failure, a strategy also called defensive pessimism (Can-
tor & Norem, 1989}, The conservative orientation is also reflected in career
choices. In higher education, Chinese Americans prefer technical fields o
those involving language and social skills (Hune & Chan, 1997), precisely
because success in the latter is less certain. Upon a close look, the conser-
vative orientation goes hand-in-hand with the authority and social orienta-
tions, as there is no reason why one has to take risks and explore alternative
possibilities if the standards and boundaries are socially defined and failure
to meet the standards can have serious consequences.

Using these orientations as possible explanations for the academic suc-
cess of the “model minority” can immediately trigger objection, as itis predi-
cated on the assumption that Chinese American students brought up in the
United States are still deeply influenced by the Chinese culture through par-
enting and parental expectations. Is there any evidence supporting such an
assumption? Although there is a dearth of research in that regard, there is
some evidence for the presence of such cultural influences, mainly through
parenting and parental expectation. Chao (1994), for example, found that
Chinese American parents tend to emphasize the concept of conuol and
training (4 #%), which demands a level of conformity and self-discipline
rarely seen in the American culture. More important, such training is often
perceived by children as a way of parental caring rather than a threat to au-
tonomy (see also Chao, 2001). It is almost a truism that, like Chinese parents
everywhere, Chinese American parents hold higher expectations for their
children’s academic achievement in school than other ethnic groups in the
United States (Li, 2003). In a recent study, Pearce (2006) compared Chinese
American parents and White American parents and concluded that both
socialstructural and cultural factors influence Chinese American students’
high academic attainment. When effects of social structural factors such
socioeconomic status, family composition, and parent education level are
controlled, cultural factors such as parental expectations and involvement
significantly predict variations in Chinese American students’ achievement
in critical transition points compared to their White American counterparts.
A more telling finding is from Kao's (1995) study, indicating that Chinese
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biwjncan unwe;sny students perceived their parents as having greater am
ence toward success in non-academi :
alenc emic realms because they fi
their children can become “di house s ca
e “distracted from school w
ork or later cho
reer deemed unsafe” (p. 151). Th i e mood
‘ . - These findings, taken togeth i
circumstantial, though not dire i , locon 3 anolescons
. ct, evidence that childre
‘ n and adolescents
eve i i
© Lr[]] ycglhqg adults growing up in Chinese American families are inﬂuenced,
yToeb nese cul[ure.m their upbringing and personal development
o pli ssure, t,(]jlese orientations are not necessarily good or bad, and have
es and minuses, depending on situati i
tuational circumsta i
school, these characterist e 1
¢s, once developmentally int li
make “good students.” School i T ity andt indusione
. ool is a place where conformi i i
_ rmity and industrious-
m ‘ : us
qu;s“::ile rg}v}:‘irded, and Chinese American students are rewarded for these
es. Chinese students tend to do well i
¢ll in that category. 1 i
that other American st i benchit from 5 vels
idents necessarily would n
: : ot benefit from a well-
§tru¢£:)tured. well-guided learning environment. What I argue is that m::l'i_-
15 a better martch between social instituti i
; stitutions like school and st
: OCk udents from
Cl‘m?ese‘backglour}ds. If this is the case, then the key question is: what is
m1551.n?.m t,_hes‘e onentations and a good fit with the structure of school as
Z :c')cia | 1mstltuluon? It is personalization of knowledge, quest for knowledge
intellectual curiosity, cognitive flexibili itical thi
\ ity, critical thinking, a
ers. More broadly speaking, it i indivi i B fer nie
g, it is the individuality that i
Chinese students s i 8 o knnedge, iy fome
eem to have gained large amo
( unts of knowled
i . . e, my fear
at the knowledge is not their own, for knowledge is never pgrceiv};d as

an end in itself, but a mean ievi i
$ to achieving a social and
ers i
leads to my second argument. personal end. This

THE WAY SCHOOL ACHIEVEMENT IS ASSESSED MIGHT
MASK DEFICITS OF CHINESE AMERICAN STUDENTS
IN TERMS OF PRODUCTIVE THINKING SKILLS

S . .
H::::toll achle\/'felme:rll(tr,l whether in the form of grades or standardized achieve-
ests, reflect knowledge and skill i
: s learned in wellstructured 1 i
environment, not what can be lea i ironment
med in less-structured i
e - . environments
e [; ai:: how to deal with novelty in problem solving, how to resolve con:
o er; how Lo Integrate resources to maximize chances of success, and how
vision new possibilities, and how i ,
. , to evaluate a piece of inf i
\ | ormation
evi :
¢ det'lce, or argument in the real world. I broadly categorize this group of
na;uve capabilities and sensibilities as productive thinking skills. In other
w i .
in01['hs, extended curricular goals for advanced skills are not well covered
t es;zhtypes of assessment. The result? Our report cards may tell a rosy
sto i i
» 1;);‘ o OdeEI-l Chl.nese American students have learned and achieved (of
e, good things indeed happened and they deserve credit). But it is un-
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certain as to whether their achievement reflects truly functional knowledge
that permits transfer and productive use.
Joseph Renzulli (1986) makes a distinction between schoolhouse gifted-
ness, which is featured prominently in school and giftedness in terms of
creative productivity, which is a long-term proposition, and goes why be-
yond “testing well” or “doing well in school,” to be able to utilize knowl-
edge for solving novel problems and produce new knowledge. Likewise,
Howard Gardner (1997) also distinguishes between masters and makers.
Masters achieve great proficiency in performance within the boundary of
an existing body of knowledge and practices. Makers, in contrast, challenge
and modify old systerns and/or build new systems. I submit that the three
orientations {authority, social, and conservative) in the Chinese culture,
which I describe earlier, tend to produce more masters, but not many inde-
pendent thinkers and creators, as these orientations suppress and inhibit
novel ideas and deviations from the norms. An anecdotal account made by
Gardner (1989) is instructive in that regard. When Gardner visited China
and brought his preschool-aged son with him in the 1980s, he observed that
while he and his wife would allow their son to try to open the door of their
room with the key, even when he fumbled a bit, several Chinese passers-by
went ahead without hesitation to help him out. Gardner speculated that
this cultural difference in adult-child interaction might eventually lead to
different developmental outcomes in terms of creative potential.
This argument by no means implies that the educational assessment is
invalid or the strengths that East Asian students demonstrated in various
achievement tests are only a measurement artifact. Indeed, Asian students
have shown distinct strengths in mathematics and science in that they take
harder classes, more AP tests, and score highest on the SAT in mathematics
compared to other racial and ethnic groups in the United States {Max-
well, 2007). I do argue, however, that the flip side of the story is rarely
mentioned; in other words, Chinese American students might fall short on
productive and creative use of knowledge in problem solving situations in
real world contexts. This hypothesis needs some elaboration. There are two
possibilities. One hypothesis is that Chinese American students, due to the
orientations discussed earlier, tend to be less capable of productive think-
ing than American students in general. An alternative hypothesis is that
Chinese American students do not differ from other American students in
this regard, but they both show deficits in this area. However, research is
scarce on this issue. A search of the PsycInfo using “Chinese Americans and
Creativity,” for example, found virtually no research done comparing Chi-
nese American students with other ethnic groups on measures of produc-
tive thinking. Limited evidence exists regarding Chinese students’ creativity
and critical thinking as compared to their American and European coun-
terparts. Since our focus is on influences of Chinese culture, such studies
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can prov.ide insights and heuristics regarding the current issue, albei
direct ev1d<?nce. In a study comparing Hong Kong and Americ;m ceilt oo
stude.nr.s, qu, Zhang, and Yang (2007) found that while the two gro o eclgs
not dlﬂ'e'r in terms of deductive reasoning, the American studen tsg:hcll1 ES c
?;OC;:]ZTIW writing and insight problems. Although the sample sizes fv::
to warrant generalization, it is suggesti i
Hu et a!. {2004) also found that, overall, Br%gshu:tjo(l):sizlr:ltlsrzliclln;l;ences‘
a scientific creativity test than their Chinese counterparts. There is ater "
mon pel:ception that Chinese students are diligent in wha.t they do bu(t:om-
as assertive, rarely asking questions that challenge teachers andyf:st:;lbli:;l?odt
viewpoints. One way of assessing high-order thinking is to let students ek
questions that demonstrate their critical reading or thinkin aboutn n
sage they read. Using two Russian fables as texts, Yang annghen (;O%?-
found that the numbers of high-level questions peaked at 10th grad c)l
showed a remarkable decline at 11th grade for a large sample ogfr?ih‘? s
adolescen‘ts. Hu et al. {2004) found similar developmengl diffen;nese
across Chinese and English adolescent populations, though in their niles
performance on the measures of scientific creativity peaked at 14 e:\';‘ls1 yt,‘
age and then decrease. Although we cannot exclude the possibilit i’h tr_l?
observed developmental differences based on cross-sectional dat); ; be
met}uodological artifacts, these resulis are consistent with the devel prcn.
t?l lltel‘at}xre suggesting that while adolescents are gaining knowledopmen-
time, the-lI' creative inclinations are declining (e.g., Runco, 1996) Zhg: (\)A‘;elr
Z?Izlk, .anﬁth, Tob.acyk, and Walczyk (2006) conducted a,study c-om ;lﬁlel ,
rerican and Chinese doctoral students studying at several U.S refearcg
universities on both self-report and test measures of creatjve‘ ;;Otential
They- f.ound that Americans received higher scores than the Chi n
Creativity measures; the Americans seemed to be able to bra.insto;:fs:l e
options and more original ideas than their Chinese counterparts Thore
researchers also found that the Americans scored higher than the éh' s
docto_ral students on an individulism-collectivitstm scale, suggestin ln;se
Americans are more individualistic and the Chinese are m,oreglf)lle(:ug«'ittiat
Although the sample sizes were relatively small and the findin ot
conclusive, the results are nevertheless highly consistent with thstl?re et
cal speculation that individualistic cultures are more conducive to creeacg\?iu.
‘E[Garldner, 1‘989): andl EO.LI-'IE ex.tent Chinese students are less inclined tt()){
evelop thfilr unique individuality, they will show less creative potential
A more instructive case comes from Singapore. Singaporean students.a
revered as top performers and exemplary students in the world in TIMSrg
and other international studies. They are performing equally well in work
places. Yet when they were asked to be creative and generateynew ide wci)’r
a firm, many of them were simply lost, to the point that the leadem}i’:s 0;
the firm had to open up a new sector in the United States to take ca:‘s gf
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more innovative endeavor for the firm (see Zhao, 2006). In short, Asian
students are trained from very early on, in school as well as at home, to be
good followers and executives, not good leaders and creators. For example,
McBride et al. (2002) compared Chinese and American pre-service teach-
ers’ attitudes and dispositions toward critical thinking, and found that while
the American teachers more likely endorse critical thinking, the Chinese
teachers show slight resistance. The author suggested the differences stem
from individualism-collectivism represented in the two cultures.

The question can be asked as to whether it is necessarily the case for

Chinese American students. After all, they live in a culture that is distinctly
individualistic. To address this question and further advance the hypothesis
about Chinese American students, consider a thought experiment: If we
compare newly immigrated, second- and third-generation (or even fourth-
generation) Chinese American students in terms of individualistic versus
collectivist orientation, social-oriented versus individual-oriented achieve-
ment motivation, self-directed learning, productive use of knowledge in
school and beyond, will we observe significant differences, assuming here
that the only difference between the two groups is levels of acculturation?
One theoretical prediction is that the later generations of Chinese Ameri-
cans will show much diverse career trajectories than early generations be-
cause of more individualistic orientations. Alternatively, one may predict
the Chinese cultural heritage is alive and well in most Chinese American
families, and the social-structural constraints on Chinese Americans’ ca-
reer paths remain largely unchanged over the past several decades, and
therefore later generations of Chinese Americans should show the same
strengths and weaknesses as we saw decades ago. Limited evidence suggests
that influences of Chinese culture on students’ school attitude and motiva-
tion diminish over time in a process of acculration. Kaufman (2004), for
example, compared immigrant Chinese and second-generation Chinese
American students’ perceptions toward school, and found that the former
placed more value on hard work, demanding teachers, challenging curricu-
lum, and discipline. In a longitudinal study, Huntsinger and Jose (2006) fol-
lowed 60 European American and 60 second-generation Chinese American
adolescents, ages 12-17, and found that over dme the two groups became
more similar to each other in terms of selfreported school grades, self-
esteem, and personality traits, though Chinese American adolescents con-
tinued to report lower levels of extraversion than European Americans.

To be sure, the reality is much more complex than any theoretical sim-
plification. While some studies may find that Asian American whiz kids en-
tered college, they did not do as well as expected (e.g., Dmitrieva, Chen,
& Greenberger, this volume), other studies may find more positive stories
(e.g., Paton, 9005). It is safe 1o assume that within Chinese American stu-
dents and their families, vast variations exist in terms of whether parents
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celr;cozxrz;g-e. autonomy and self-direct learning. For example, the Confu
1an tradition accentuates the power differenti i ‘ -
ntial and distance b
teacher and the students (Scott, 1999), This i o the Unitod
\ - This is rarely the i i
States; yet in early upbringi i oot undenestn
es; pbringing and parenting, one cannot und i
Lhe m‘ftzlsx(t}e;)cehOF socialization efforis by parents (Chao, 1994; I;Jizr;: [;[12?':16
erg, that stresses conformity to collecti : ; -
' tive norms, rather th -
directed attempts to develop i ind, l ona kol
p intellectual independen
edge, and an authentic life (N i T PR A
. g & Smith, 2004). Ultimately, d
self-directedness and i inki i e onden oF
productive thinking skills needs to b
modulated by culwure through i & Yoo, 20020 T
gh its value system (Rudowicz & Yi
the extent that the cultural tradition i isti : ). To
on is pluralistic as it is in US, d
tal patterns may also be uni i ot The
quely suited to accommodate the situati
complex, bicultural (often bilin i i pomsonat
gual) nature of intellectual
development of Chinese Ameri eaomuret
de can students may be better
either-or” but a more subtle form of “ i " (ooren 2007
: of “Confucian familism” {Meyer, 2007
E(.)rhexample, _Lou:e (2001) found that Chinese immigrant pafen.ts helii
1gh expectatons and made high invesunent in their 1.5- and 2nd-gen-
fl:::i-oi cltulc?rends ft(ﬂ:c:-llege education. However, depending on social ;?ass
rategies differ, and so do children respons ’
tions. Buki et al. (2003) found that Chi i o o) xpeci
1S ( Inese immigrant mothe i
their adolescent children as mor o s Perceived
ole ¢ acculturated than themselves. Percei
ac.tzl.;]ltu1at;:.on gap was associated with more parenting difﬁcultit—:.s Tell;(l:;lv:‘:
might predict a historical pattern or trend fr ity to ’
red ; om homogeneity toward h
erogeneity in Chinese American students’ entation den
. : cultural o i i i
ties, and their educational development, rentations andident
malsl:o‘:l;?{t‘f :xl??ut the ;::Lher possibility, that is, Chinese American students
rom other groups in productive and creative thinki
example, Yoon (2006) compared forth i rademicany ot
. - to sixth-grade academicall
ented Asian American and Caucasia i . castve of
- . n American students on
intelligence (Standard Pro [ i et oy
gressive Matrices) and a measure of ivi
rance Tests of Creative Thinkin i oy differencen
g), and found no evidence of i
between the two grou i i rex betuees, the ves
ps. If, indeed, there is no difference b
groups on productive thinking skills, does tha e “model
ups . : . t mean that the “model mi-
nority hz:s everything .that Is worth celebrating but nothing that wa:rallrllt;
concerns? The answer is no. This leads to my third argument

SELF-DIRECTED LEARNING AND PRODUCTIVE USE
OF KNOWLEDGE ARE OFTEN UNDERDEVELOPED
IN THE REGULAR SCHOOL ENVIRONMENT

Desbi . .
exe;[:t? the.stereot}'pi(‘: assumption that schools in the United States are
plary in promoting self-directed learning, creativity, and produc

) .
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tive thinking, this is not always the case. Indeed, one may argue that U.5.
schools have as much to be desired as schools in other countries in that re-
gard. This is the flip side of the first argument 1 put forward: To the extent
schools guide students on a marked path every step of the way, students can
also be deprived of opportunities to engage in active exploration and find
their own interests, passions, and calling. This is an issue not well addressed
by the American educational system, particularly in the context of the ac-
countability movement (Baker, 2007). In a way, the “maodel minority” myth
and related debates distract us from a more critical issue facing education
in the United States.

Sustainability as a Lifelong Learner for the
21st Century

In the current zeitgeist of school accountability, a legitimate concern is
that while Chinese American students seem to make the grade and do well
in school, what are the long-term prospects? Are they going to build up
a meaningful, personally gratifying life that capitalizes on the foundation
they established during school years? Are they aware of their own strengths
and interests and developing their own lifelong passions? These are the
questions that need to be answered, instead of focusing on some tangible
assessment outcomes. We know from history that great people tend to struc-
wure their own development and lives in a way that suits their own individual
needs and purposes. They actively seek out learning and developmental op-
portunities in their environments for that purposes instead of being struc-
tured by others and shaped by fortuitous circumstances. I believe this is
where the “model minority” may not have much to offer, and may indeed
have much to learn from other cultures. The 21st century demands a type
of individual who are smart learners, and who are sensitive 10 new possibili-
ties, and who are good at combining and integrating different sources of
knowledge and resources to build an innovative way of work and life. In
other words, to be successful in the 21st century, you need © be able to
generate new ideas and follow through with the promising ones. Educa-
tors, both in the United States and across the world, have a long way to go
to meet this challenge.

In general, the No Child Left Behind movement in the United States, for
all its good intention, is too modest in its vision about how we help youths
realize their potental and equip themselves with the kind of knowledge
and skilis needed for the 21st century. To some scholars, it puts a straitjack-
et on classroom teachers as to what they teach and how they teach, and isin
a way a retreat to an old lecture-recitation system that China is attempting
to shake off (Zhao, 2006). In the context of the “model minority” myth, it
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might further perpetuate the myth by accentuating the standardized test-
ing at which Chinese American students tend to excel. When schools start
to restrict their mission to achieving those tangible outcomes such as stan-
dardized test scores, they are losing sight of a major goal of education as
developing individual persons to their fullest potential.

Teachers are another critical factor in the quality of education. The pre-
liminary findings are that while teachers can identify those personal char
acteristics such as adventurous and bold as conducive to creativity, they
nevertheless prefer smart but obedient students who do well in school but
never challenge teachers’ authority (Wang, 2006). This finding is consis-
tent across cultures, even in the United States where creative inclinations
are presumably encouraged. Scott (1999), for example, found that elemen-
tary school teachers are more likely than college students to rate creative
children as more disruptive than average children. I wonder whether teach-
ers would create a classroom climate conducive to self-directed learning
and productive thinking. One way is to investigate classroom climate in
terms of openness and support. Openness is defined as the degrec to which
students are allowed opportunity to pursue their interests and participate
in debates. Support is defined as the degree to which students feel psy-
chologically safe to express different opinions and make non-conventional
arguments. Openness and support are presumably expressed through (a)
the teacherstudent interaction and relationship, (b) instructional strate-
gies and styles, and (¢} evaluation and motivational practices. Although it is
beyond the scope of this article to review the pertinent literature, it is worth
mentioning that many pedagogical innovations, such as problem-based
learning and inquiry-based learning, support this type of learning (Bruner,
1996). How well these instructional innovations will “trickle down” from
experimental settings to classrooms in most schools remains to be seen. ..

Up to this point, I have proposed a perspective on how we look at Chi-
nese American students’ academic success, not as a case for celebration but
as potentially carrying a hidden cost. In assumning this perspective, I take a
much broader view of what education is about than simply looking at aca-
demic achievement, narrowly defined as test scores and grades. I argue that
itis when school narrowly focuses on a set of tangible results measurable by
standardized tests that we lose sight of the bigger picture of the mission of
education in the 21st century. With this said, I would like to propose some
general principles for instructional goals and designs. But before I do that,
a few words on adolescent development are in order, for any educational
interventions should be designed in light of developmental changes, pos-
sibilities, and constraints. I suggest that adolescents have to go through four
aspects of developmental transition with two possible conflicting results,
similar to those “crises” proposed by Erik Erikson (1963) when he delineat-
ed different stages of personal development. I suggest that because of the
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bicultural nature of Chinese American adolescents social and ed
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environment, these conflicts may be particularly acute for th
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+ The formation of personality (e.g., being inquisitive anld a.ldvethese
ous) conducive to creative and critical thinking versus losing

inclinations.

e The formation of - .
and being persistent in problem solving) leading ¢
forts versus losing motivation to quest for the unkn
alternative possibilities. .
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e The formation of habits of min ‘ nec \

carrying out the productive tasks on hand versus falling into pa

conforming ways of thinking and mental set. N

Personalization of knowledge through self—dlrect.ed earning,

ing, and knowing versus otherdirected, mechanical (sometimes

blind) accumulation of knowledge.

motivations (e.g., developing intellectual interests
o innovative ef-

own and envision

d cognitive skills necessary for
sive,

- i meri-
As educators, we need to be aware of the struggles that Chll;C;t'E A e
’ * - " al‘
can adolescents go through. Especially pertinent to the toplc? ]t-ls e
i - ccessful in s
i i American students are so su
is the caveat that Chinese S otten
i ing i ir intellectual and academic P ;
that what is lacking in their o P
itali ths of their cultural heritag
d. To capitalize on the streng . :
s the pe i thority, social, and conservative
i tive effects of the authority, , ‘
offset the potential nega : al,and con
orientations [ discuss earlier, I suggest the following as “rem

e Encourage the spirit of exploration and inqui-ry. We1 ;eed :o ;:;;ur—
i i d approaches while holding stu
age different perspectives and 2 ‘ ‘
agcountable for defending their perspectves andlal::p;rrtl):n(;ki\[elsmom_
i i i ther than merely tr
« Provide experience of knowing rath _ it know
g i ighlights knowing as a proc
dae as a product. This focus hig : : _
fmiwlédgg as created to solve practical problems al?d explzur; c}*);;z)
zling phenomena. This is a way to combat what Whitehead (1¢
lled inert knowledge. ‘ -

. rclf:'eat theories as hypothetical models and use l.lypotheuci\l smtl
ations to stimulate thinking and reasoning. This approach no ]
only helps develop thinking skills but also conveys to students ar
epistemic stance that knowledge can be modified a.nd stu(ciiel;ltasn .
themselves are active agents of knowledge production and ¢ 5 gS
rather than merely the consumer of knowledge created by qt Ell.
Promote critical thinking. In other words, teachers need to 1ncu--
cate an atiitude that one should never easily accept a position of
argument without carefully examining its basis and assumptions.
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Ll}u:wise, one should always defend an upheld position based on
evidence and sound logic, rather than impressions and gut feelings
Encourage reasonable risk taking and recognize failures as essential .
for new learning. It is important to protect students’ self-confidence
and willingness to try new approaches and taking a minority position
See individuality as source of creativity rather than a nuisance Each.
student brings some idiosyncrasies and uniqueness to classroo.m life
What teachers should do, is to bring this wealth of individuality to .
productive use so that each student will find their own strengths and

?v!lat they can cultivate in themselves. This is a good way of personal-
izing one’s knowledge.

CONCLUDING COMMENTS

The rrllyth of Asian Americans as a “mode! minority” has its unique social
and historical origins, which are not the focus for this paper. Instead, I at-
tempt to identify unique challenges the alleged “model minority” t:aces
Parueularly with respect to those growing up in the Chinese cultural Lradi:
tion. The stereotype that Asian (including Chinese) American students are
modfal students, perpetuated by news media and achievement test scores
requires careful scrutiny. The arguments I have advanced in this paper is:
adl‘mttedly tentative, some of which need empirical investigation and \Ii)eriﬁ-
catlon' (or falsification). The general message is valid not only for Chinese
American students, but for students across cultures; namely, adolescents
have great potential for self-directed learning and productive thinkin

but this potential is not well cultivated in regular schools that are teache%
centered, focusing on content coverage at the cost of the depth of under-
standing. Schools tend to put students in a learning environment tight!

structured by adults, and reward them if they can fit in well. We need tg seZ
school not as a manufacture producing the same products but as a place
where students can thrive as individuals and truly develop a passiog for

knowledge and high-order skills for leading a producti ing li
Gondins 3008, g a productive and fulfilling life
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