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Executive Summary 
On October 1st, 2011, community members, educational professionals, and representatives from the 

state government attended a community forum on the hidden achievement gap for Asian Pacific 

Islander (API) students of Minnesota. The agenda for the forum was as follows: 

� Opening and welcome 

� Presentation on Asian Pacific student achievement in Minnesota 

� Remarks by Education Commissioner Brenda Cassellius and Q & A session 

� Group discussion on closing the achievement gap for Asian Pacific students 

� Reporting out and closing 

 

Key highlights of the forum 

Data reveals hidden achievement gaps: 

� Key differences between Asian Pacific sub-groups are masked in aggregated data. 

� Using “Free/Reduced Priced Lunch,” “Limited English Proficiency,” and “School Enrollment 

on October 1” as indicators, disaggregated data reveals an achievement gap of approx. 30-

40% between API students who are disadvantaged and those who are not. 

� Data disaggregating Asian Pacific subgroups by ethnicity will be forthcoming in 2012. 

� Data presentation is hosted online at http://portal.sliderocket.com/ASXXD/edforum2011  

 

Barriers to educational success as discussed by attendees 

� Educational policies and systems that do not meet the needs of API students and families. 

� Funding inequities and lack of resources in high-needs schools. 

� Parental factors such as limited English proficiency or low-income. 

� Information gaps and social disparities within the API community. 

� Language proficiency of API students. 

� Cultural differences between API parents and US education systems (i.e. cultural differences 

on the role of parents in education). 

� See page 8 for more info… 

 

Recommendations set forward by forum attendees 

Educational reforms: 

� Increases diversity and cultural competency within the educational system. 

� Increase communication to API communities via preferred mediums of communication 

while keeping language and technology barriers in mind. 

� Increase parental involvement that works within the limitations of the parent. 

 

Boost community involvement: 

� Help community members understand how to access the US educational system, and to 

secure educational resources and information. 

� Create partnerships between community, businesses, schools, and other stakeholders. 

� Community members need to accept the realities of the educational challenges and 

overcome them. “Stop the denial. Be accountable for ourselves.” 

� See page 11 for more info… 
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Summary of the event 

Over one hundred community members, educational professionals, and representatives from the 

state government gathering on an early Saturday morning to attend the community forum co-

hosted by the Minnesota Department of Education and the State Council on Asian Pacific 

Minnesotans. Attendees came to seek more information about the hidden achievement gap for 

Asian Pacific students of Minnesota and to discuss solutions for closing the gap. 

 

The event began with a welcome from Ilean Her, executive director of the State Council on Asian 

Pacific Minnesotans (CAPM). During the first half of the forum, Brian Kao, research analyst at the 

CAPM, presented his findings on Asian Pacific students in Minnesota. After the presentation, Dr. 

Brenda Cassellius, the Commissioner of the Minnesota Department of Education (MDE), responded 

to the presentation, gave an overview of the MDE’s efforts to address the achievement gap, and 

fielded audience feedback and questions. 

 

During the second half of the forum, Dr. Rose Chu, Assistant Commissioner of MDE, facilitated group 

discussions on closing the achievement gap for Asian Pacific students in Minnesota. At the end of 

the event, attendees reported back to the larger audience on what they discussed.  
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Highlights of the presentation 

To see the slides presented at the forum, go to http://portal.sliderocket.com/ASXXD/edforum2011  

 

Demographics and School Enrollment 

� Minnesota’s Asian Pacific Islander (API) population in 2010 was approximately 213,000. 

� 31.4% of Minnesota’s API population is under the age of 18. 

� About 52,000 API students are enrolled in public schools. 

o 54.9% of API students qualify for Free or Reduced Priced Lunch (FRP), a proxy 

measure of low-income status. 

o 41.2% of API students are receiving Limited English Proficiency (LEP) services. 

� Most API students are enrolled in the 7-county metro area, but there are also high 

concentrations of API students in rural areas, especially in southwest Minnesota. 

 

Dangers of using aggregated data when reporting on Asian Pacific populations 

� Aggregate data on API populations fails to recognize the many differences among API ethnic 

groups and masks disparities among the groups. 

o As an example, 14.4% of API in the USA have less than a high school education. 

Disaggregated data shows a range from 5.9% (Indonesian) to 40.3% (Cambodian). 

� It is important to disaggregate API data in order to make well informed policy decisions. 

o Disaggregated data currently available for API students includes data on FRP and 

LEP status, and October 1 enrollment (a proxy measure of mobility).1 

o Data disaggregated by ethnic groups is currently being gathered by MDE and CAPM. 

 

Academic Performance (disaggregated data) 

� About 51% of API students eligible for FRP are scoring as proficient on MCAs whereas 81% 

of API students not eligible for FRP are scoring as proficient. 

� Larger gaps exist between LEP and non-LEP API students in both math and reading. 

� API students who are non-LEP and non-FRP eligible are showing increasing rates of 

proficiency each year whereas LEP and FRP eligible students are not consistently showing 

increased proficiency. 

 

 

                                                           

1 Students who were not enrolled on Oct. 1 at their current school may be highly mobile or homeless. 
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Notes from the attendees 

Attendees were asked three guiding questions for discussion at their table. 

 

1. What are your initial reactions and thoughts to the information presented today? 

a. What other data or information do you want to know? 

b. What other questions or concerns do you still have? 

 

2. What are the factors that affect school success for Asian Pacific students? 

a. Why do some students of the same ethnic and socio-economic background succeed and 

some do not? 

b. What is the evidence for supporting these factors? 

 

3. What are potential solutions and approaches to address educational barriers for Asian Pacific 

students? 

a. Who are the different stakeholders that need to be engaged? 

b. How can we create partnerships between stakeholders to address the achievement gap? 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The following pages are a summary of the notes collected from attendees’ discussion of these 

questions. 
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Question 1: Reactions to the data 

People were appreciative of the data and how 

disaggregating the data was explained. Some attendees 

noted that they were excited to have more data to 

better inform policy making. While some people were 

surprised by the data, the majority of people indicated 

on the evaluation forms that the presented data was not 

new information for them.  

 

Some other reactions to the data were: 

� There is too much focus on teaching to the tests (MCA’s and ACTs). 

o Not enough focus on the academics. 
 

� Environmental factors need to be considered. Are teachers being innovative and receptive 

to the needs of their student and the needs of families?  

o Are teachers being educated to work with diverse students? 

� Are the standards set too low for students of color? Is the system enabling students to fail? 

� Can we measure the effectiveness of teaching with specific groups? 
 

� A lot of work needs to be done. 

o Need complementary policies (ex. Housing, employment) 

o The poverty rate is disturbing. 

o We can’t wait to reduce poverty first. 

o College preparation starts in elementary, not in high school. 
 

� Surprised that 1/4 of public school students are of color. 

� Gender gaps exists, males lack motivation. 
 

� There is the issue of some people having the attitude of “So what?” What about the people 

who don’t feel they are affected by the achievement gap? 

o We need to show how the achievement gap affects all Minnesotans’ future. This is a 

statewide problem, not just in the metro area. 
 

� What are we doing to push diversity in the teaching of history that reflects our students’ 

background/heritage? 

� Please consider the additional challenges for undocumented parents. They may feel limited 

because they may be afraid to draw attention to their status. 

� What are the graduation rates for Asian-Pacific students? Where are they going to college?  

� Are there any plans to increase or replace MCA with MAP testing? Benefits include adaptive 

testing, faster results, and more precise results. 

� What is the Dept. of Ed. doing to develop curriculum that will help students to use what they 

are learning now in their lives? 
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Question 1: What else do you want to know? 

Some of the requested data that attendees wanted in future reports were: 

• MCA data on Asian Pacific students broken into ethnic groups. 

o Focus on how to support each group. 

 

• Data on parents and if parental background affects student performance. 

o i.e. Age of parents, mother’s background, parents’ education and literacy level. 

o Socio-economic status indicators. 

o Can services be provided to disadvantaged families? 

 

• Students disaggregated by generations – i.e. newcomer students vs. 3rd generation. 

o Does generation status affect academic results / dropout? 

 

• LEP programs 

o What are the best practices/research-based methods? Pull-outs, translations, SIOP 

Model? 

o MCA scores for LEP students show no movement over time, do ELL programs need 

to be re-assessed? 

� Are ELL scores accurate? 

� Is the system helping students to achieve or is it holding students back? 

 

• Information about schools 

o Some attendees requested the educational results for specific districts and schools. 

o What is the ratio of students of color to staff of color in public schools? 

 

• Beyond the Data 

o We need to still treat each student as an individual. 

Don’t dichotomize: At-risk/high-achieving by ethnicity.  
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Question 2: What are the factors that affect student success? 

 

The educational system 

The education system is made of public schools and other “parts” that work together to educate 

students. Some of the systemic factors mentioned in attendees’ notes were educational policies, 

curriculum, administrator and teacher training, programs that respond to the needs of Asian Pacific 

students, communication from schools, and resources. 

 

Discriminatory practices for low-performing students and students of color 

� Students at the bottom are held to a lower standard or ignored. 

� Expectations and standards need to be set high for students of color. 

� Isolation can affect student success. 

 

Hidden curriculum (unintended lessons learned by students from the educational system) 

� Non-verbal’s, interpersonal interactions, and lessons from hidden curriculum may come 

into conflict with students’ ability to learn and to feel safe in the school setting. 

 

Under-preparedness of teachers and administrators 

� Educational professionals may be unprepared or lack training to work with Asian Pacific 

populations and their needs. 

o Staff may be unfamiliar with the cultural background of students. 

� Teachers need cultural competency/diversity training. 

 

Educational policies, systems, and subsequent consequences 

� Too much pressure is on teachers. 

� Constant changes in curriculum and policies. 

� Communication from schools does not effectively reach Asian Pacific families. 

� Schools need to deal with lower availability of resources due to available funds. 

o Salaries are low for teachers, making it hard to attract the highly experienced. 

o Large class sizes for high need students. 

 

Diversity in educational systems 

� Diversification is needed in the Department of Education and in all school districts. 

o The student population is diverse but the staff is predominately white. 

o Difficult to find faculty of color, let alone staff that is linguistically prepared to serve 

Asian Pacific families or that have familiarity with their culture. 
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The Asian Pacific population 

Attendees noted that parental influence and family background are significant factors. 

 

Parental factors 

� The child’s first teacher is the parent, but not all parents are literate or well-educated. 

o Some parents are not proficient in English. 

o Some parents are not able to teach kids how to read and write. 

o Some parents are unable to communicate with school, read letters from school, etc. 

� Some parents are not familiar with the US educational system or how to be involved in the 

educational process (i.e. how to read report card, how to communicate with teachers). 

o Asian Pacific parents advocate for their children less than other racial groups. 

� The role of parents in education may differ for some Asian Pacific parents. 

� Younger parents are less engaged in direction of school. 

� Some parents fear their child may be separated from knowing their own culture. 

 

Information gap 

� It is hard for some parents to sort through the resources available for them. 

� Some Asian Pacific families are not as aware about the importance of early childhood 

education or how to provide early educational opportunities for their child. 

 

Disparities in access 

� Parents may be unable to access programs, events, or services due to their work schedule, 

working multiple jobs, or other family obligations. 

� Language is a huge barrier for LEP populations. 

� Transportation barriers exist, especially for new immigrant or refugee families and for 

those who live far from their school. 
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The student 

Attendees noted that the student him/herself is also a significant factor in academic success. 

� Among the factors discussed was the student’s language proficiency and acculturation. 

� Mental illness and health of the student. 

� Student’s confidence level (or lack of) and motivation level. 

� Student’s interest in school. 

� The student’s ability to form close connections at school. 

� Role models exposed to the student and the future aspiration of the student. 

� Economic status: low-income students may experience transportation barriers in accessing 

after-school programs and activities. 

Larger societal factors 

� Asian Pacific families may have a lack of trust with authorities (white). 

� There is a cultural bias / mismatch between white “experts” and communities of color. 

� Mistrust and cultural bias can make it difficult or prevent Asian Pacific families from 

accessing vital services (i.e. mental health counseling for youth). 

� Different challenges with waves of new groups. 

o There’s a need for public education about demographics and the achievement gap. 

� Lack of funding, inconsistent private funding. 
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Question 3: Solutions to address the achievement gap 

Make systemic improvements in education 

 

Diversification 

� Teacher of color pipeline: provide scholarship to underrepresented populations and to 

return to schools to prepare for a career in education. 

� Teacher retention needs to be improved (especially among teachers of color). 

� Hire educational advocates and staff at family involvement centers that are multilingual to 

help with communication and partnership with parents. 

 

Teacher training 

� Prepare educators for culturally responsive teaching. 

� Educators need to understand how to meet the needs of our students with different 

learning styles, abilities, and challenges in response to the demographic changes in MN. 

 

Cultural competency training 

� Prepare staff, faculty, and administrators to work with Asian Pacific students and other 

students of color. 

� Create better understanding of the communities schools serve. 

o Be educated on the history of API populations and cultural differences. 

o Understand the student’s backgrounds, especially students from refugee camps (i.e. 

understanding the impacts of trauma). 

� Remove bias and preference among the administrators and educational professionals. 

� Provide professional development that gets beyond the food, the dance, etc. of a culture. 

o One workshop isn’t effective, frequent sessions are needed. 

 

Cultural competency in communication 

� Employ communication through mediums that the community uses (i.e. Hmong radio). 

� When inviting parents to a program, make sure the event takes in cultural considerations. 

� Cultural specific discussions/forums: give voice to the smaller API community. 

 

Cultural competency in curriculum and testing 

� Curriculum needs to be accurate and reflective of our learners. 

� Re-assess state assessments so that it’s culturally sensitive. 

� Academic and social benchmarks, recognizing cumulative native education. 
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Improve parental involvement in education 

� Foster home-school connections in a way that isn’t disrespectful to parents. 

� Offer trainings and resources to help parents improve their student’s performance. 

o Help parents understand what ACT, SAT, MCA scores mean and how to analyze it. 

o Help parents understand the pathway to higher education for their child. 

o At conferences, teachers can give a resource sheet about what parents can do for 

their child and discuss options that are feasible. 

o Provide workshops that have a fun or social component to it. 

� Help parents not only feel welcomed but in control and needed. 

� Encourage parents to talk to school board. 

� Have a shared philosophy that both the school and parents can agree and work together on. 

 

Accountability and Transparency 

� Ensure that quality schools exist in all neighborhoods; allow families and students to choose 

schools within their neighborhood. 

o This helps alleviate transportation and time barriers for families and students. 

� Address teachers who allow youth to fail and set higher expectations for students. 

� Help ELL students move into mainstream classes; not just teach basics. 

� Provide data on the staff of color to students of color ratio. 

o Explain on the MDE website the importance of this indicator. 

 

Partnerships 

� Allow students to be involved in the strategic planning of schools.  

o Involve community members/organizations in engaging parents. 

� Allow community members more opportunities and time to participate or oversee decision 

making in education. 

� Work within the community structure (i.e. work with the Hmong 18 Clan leadership). 

� Bring in organizations from the community to help. 

o As an example, the Tibetan American Foundation of MN in St. Paul provides 

guidance, tutoring, college prep, and reading/writing help. How can partnerships 

enhance their service to youth? 
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Other recommendations 

� Focus on achievement instead of bureaucracy. 

� Borrow from other successful countries/policies. 

� Support music and arts programs as well as afterschool programs. 

� Provide more school time to accommodate learning at different rates. 

� We need more ideas on best practices for teachers. 

� We need more volunteers in the schools. 

 

Support students and families 

Tutors, mentorship and role models 

� Youth need academic help and parents need ways to find a tutor. 

� Some youth need to have caring adults from whom they can learn from. 

� Youth need to see role models of his or her ethnicity to see different future opportunities 

and to learn how to be productive, authentic, responsible, present and fully immersed. 

 

Address the academic and non-academic needs of youth in schools 

� Free breakfast important for students who don’t get breakfast at home. 

� Get students to care and be invested in their grades and their future. 

� Teach youth to be resilient and to self-advocate. 

� Tap into the passions of young people – get them excited about a topic and learning. 

� Provide students safe spaces to talk about non-academic topics. 

o Identity issues: goals in life, life/ home/ friends struggles, parent/child relationships 

o Address socio-emotional issue of child, build self-confidence. 

� Students have many fears around scores and tests, educators and parents need to address 

these together. 

 

Address any information and service gaps 

� All students should have access to a resource provider. 

� Provide a list of websites that parents and students can access for information on college 

and scholarships. 

� Students and families should have access to software and someone to guide them through it. 

� Better mental health education, awareness, and access to services are needed. 

 

Early education and child development opportunities 

� Early childhood programs: all day preschool for families in poverty. 
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� Consider social workers home visits. 

� Medical facilities can provide expecting families with resources on how to provide the 

support needed during pre-natal to school stages. 

� Elementary teachers can provide great ideas to parents for how to help children learn (read 

at night, count at the grocery store). 

 

Build partnership within the community 

� Community members need to accept the realities of the educational challenges and 

overcome them. “Stop the denial. Be accountable for ourselves.” 

� Realize that some parents will not be involved with their child’s education at the home or at 

school. Solutions must be found for those children. 

� Teaching ourselves and our kids the 3 Rs (respect, responsibility and rights). 

� Make this everyone’s issue, even if there’s no education gap. 

� Share best practices. 

� Support needed services, especially basic medical care. 

� Get resources to where they are needed (i.e. free books). 

� Activate minority professional networks to be involved. 

o i.e. Chinese Physician Association – have them be mentors and role models or allow 

students shadow them. 

 

Address inequity in funding and services 

� Ed foundations can create inequities at school, especially suburban foundations. 

� Inequities may exist between wealthier areas and less wealthy areas due to districts ability 

to pass a school levy. 

� Attention should be paid to equity in services available to kids. 

� Create an Asian American fund. 

� The number one barrier is financial resources. Corporate partnerships could help. 



Forum on the Hidden Educational Achievement Gap for Asian Pacific Students of Minnesota Fall 2011 

15 

 

What next? 

Attendees noted that responsibility for closing the achievement gap not only lies with educational 

professionals but also with community members, politicians, and many more. At the forum, 

attendees identified the stakeholders that need to be engaged in carrying out solutions for students: 

 

State/government 

� Legislators, city, state, federal, and county officials. 

 

Education System 

� MN Department of Education, schools, teachers, administrators, staff, educators, school 

board, community education office. 

� Trade schools, higher education, teacher preparation programs. 

 

The community 

� Parents, students, elders, ethnic organizations, language and heritage organizations. 

� Youth organizations, church and faith-based organizations, service agencies. 

� Media, daycares, early intervention programs, business, taxpayers. 

 

It is clear that schools, community members, leadership at the Minnesota Department of Education, 

policy-makers, and other stakeholders have a role to play in addressing the barrier Asian Pacific 

students face as well as in carrying out the solutions suggested within this report. 

 

The Council on Asian Pacific Minnesotans will continue to conduct research on the education of 

Asian Pacific students of Minnesota and a published report is planned for spring 2012.  

 

If you would like to get involved in enhancing the success of Asian Pacific students and families or 

know of effective programs or policies that can be shared as best practices, please contact CAPM at 

brian.kao@state.mn.us or capm@state.mn.us. Communication will be shared with MN Dept. of 

Education. 

 

Links 

� To see slides from the event, visit our sliderocket page. 

� To view photos of the event, please visit our flickr page. 
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About the State Council on Asian Pacific Minnesotans 

 

The Council on Asian-Pacific Minnesotans ('Council' or 'CAPM') was created by the Minnesota State 

Legislature in 1985 pursuant to Minn. Stat. 3.9226 to fulfill the following primary objectives: 

• advise the governor and state legislators on issues pertaining to Asian Pacific people; 

ensure Asian Pacific Minnesotans are more incorporated and engaged in the governmental 

and policymaking process; 

• see that residents of Asian Pacific descent have sufficient access to state government 

services; promote the talents and resources of Asian Pacific people where appropriate; and 

• act as a broker between the Asian Pacific community in Minnesota and mainstream society.  

 

Questions and inquiries about this report may be directed to capm@state.mn.us or (651) 757-1740. 

 

State Council on Asian Pacific Minnesotans 

Centennial Office Building, 658 Cedar Street Suite 160, St. Paul, Minnesota 55155 

Phone 651.757.1740 | Fax 651.297.8735 | capm@state.mn.us | http://ww.capm.state.mn.us 


