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Abstract
of
PERCEPTIONS OF BICULTURALACCOMMODATION:

A CRITICAL EXAMINATION OF THE ACADEMIC,
CULTURAL, AND SOCIAL EXPERIENCES OF SIKH COLLEGE STUDENTS
by

Daniel James DeVere

This qualitative study critically examines the academic, cultural, and social
experiences of Punjabi Sikh American students in a Northern California community
college to identify factors that promote or inhibit their progress and success. The
theoretical framework guiding the research included AsianCrit, a variant of Critical Race
Theory, and Model Minority Theory. Employing a phenomenological approach,
individual, face-to-face, in-depth interviews of ninety minutes in length were conducted
with a purposeful sample of twelve Sikh college students that included students of both
genders. Thematic analysis was conducted on interview transcripts.
Four themes describe academic factors that affect Sikh students' progress and
success: A lack of college readiness; Language and culturally-embedded curricular
content challenges; Sources of academic support; and Interactions with instructors.
Cultural factors affecting Sikh college students' progress and success are of four types:
Assumptions related to Model Minority Theory; Parental expectations and influence;
Significant cultural values, including familial connection, respect, and financial security;
vu

and Cultural accommodations and adaptations. Student narratives concerning social
factors that affect them yielded two themes: Social relationships and Racism/Concern for
Personal and Family Safety.
Findings demonstrate that microaggressions against Sikh students occur in all
three aspects of their lives explored in this study, a factor that inhibits their academic
progress. A Critical Race Theory lens reveals that Sikh students routinely experience
discrimination from instructors, counselors, and other students. Applying AsianCrit
specifically identifies microaggressions based on Model Minority Theory assumptions.
Sikh students draw strength from their close-knit familial and cultural connections. Their
parents are a significant source of support. For some, cultural pride and a sense of
belonging within the family and the culture are a platform from which they operate.
These factors promote their progress and success.
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Chapter 1
INTRODUCTION

Background
This study critically examines the academic, cultural, and social experiences of
Punjabi Sikh American students in a Northern California community college to identify
factors that promote or inhibit their academic success. The literature on Sikh students in
higher education is sparse (Lew, Chang & Wang, 2005; Sandhu & Nayar, 2008).
Promoting the academic success of students from cultures other than the dominant culture
rests to a significant degree on understanding the impact of cultural differences on
student achievement (Asher, 2008; Boykin & Noguera, 2011; Warikoo, & Carter, 2009).
The goal of this study is to facilitate understanding of Sikh students' experiences with the
institutional structure of community college, with the intersection of Sikh culture and the
dominant culture, and with social interactions in the community college setting.
Estimates indicate that over 500,000 Sikhs live in the United States (Basu, 2016;
CNN.com, 2016; Huffington Post.com, 2014). The largest Sikh populations are on the
East and West coasts (Harvard University, 2016). Sikhism, the world's fifth largest
religion, was founded over 500 years ago in the Punjab region of northern India. In
Punjabi, the language of India's Punjab region, "Sikh" means disciple or seeker of
knowledge. (Huffington Post.com, 2014; Sikh Coalition, 2016). The history and cultural

beliefs and practices of Sikhism will be discussed in detail in Chapter 2.
The current study takes place in an environment marked by fear-mongering
commonly termed Islamophobia. In contrast to xenophobia, the fear and hatred of
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strangers, foreigners or anything that is strange or foreign (Merriam-Webster, 2016),
Islamophobia is specifically focused on the religion of Islam and Muslims (Runnymede
Trust, 1997). Writing in the Journal ofEcumenical Studies, Johnson (2016) argues that
Islamophobia is being promoted by far-right political forces:
Since September 11, 2001, the phenomenon known as "Islainophobia" has swept
across the United States, reflecting the growing concern among many Americans
that practitioners of the Muslim faith are fundamentally irrational, intolerant,
and violent and that Islam has become inconsistent with the American way of life.
Prominent among those who are fanning the flames of this particular narrative are
elements within the American far-right, including evangelical Christians. (p. 165).
The use of the term Islamophobia is not without controversy. The International Civil
Liberties Alliance argues that the term is problematic because the word phobia signifies
an irrational fear, when many non-Muslim minorities in Islamic countries have
reasonable grounds for fear based on their experiences. While acknowledging the validity
of the point in some international settings, this study employs the term Islamophobia as it
applies to residents of the United States. This research will proceed from the underlying
assumption that Islamophobia in the United States is an irrational racist notion which is
associated with hate crimes against those assumed to be Muslims, including Sikhs
(Mahalingam, 2012).
The Pluralism Project at Harvard University reports that discrimination against
American Sikhs was not widespread before the 9/11 attacks. "After 9/11, however, the
entire Sikh community felt under attack" (2016, para. 3). News reports indicate that Sikhs
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continue to be victims of Islamophobic violence and hate crimes, including murder
(Basu, 2016; Carbone, 2012; Sikh Coalition, 2014; Yaccino, Schwirtz, & Santora, 2012).
The Southern Poverty Law Center (2016a) reports that there are 101 anti-Muslim hate
groups in the U.S.; ten are in California. According to Heidi Beirich, director of the
Southern Poverty Law Center's Intelligence Project:
There has been an incredible increase in anti-Muslim and anti-immigrant
sentiment over the past few years. Anti-Muslim groups have exploited terror
attacks in Paris and San Bernardino. The presidential campaign has also produced
some of the rawest nativist appeals in recent memory (Southern Poverty Law
Center, 2016b, para. 3).
Sikh students, particularly males who wear the traditional turban, are often
assumed to be Muslim (Boychuk, 2015; Sikh Coalition, 2014; Verma, 2006). A further
aspect of this study will examine whether acts of discrimination and violence represent a
challenge to Sikh community college students.
Previous studies have focused on the higher education experiences of historically
underrepresented student groups such as Latinos (Solorzano & Y osso, 2001) and AfricanAmericans (Harper, Patton, & Wooden, 2009). Studies of specific Asian American
ethnicities in higher education settings have been conducted with Filipino (Buenavista,
Jayakumar, & Misa-Escalante, 2009), Hawaiian (Makuakane-Drechsel & Hagedorn,
2000), Hmong (Bosher, 1997), Vietnamese (Han &Lee, 2011) and Chinese (Wang &
Ratanasiripong, 2010) students. Among the few studies conducted with Sikh students,
Sandhu and Nayar (2008) conducted a study at a university in Vancouver, British
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Columbia to discern the effectiveness of a course on the Sikh diaspora in enhancing Sikh
students' first year college experience. Findings revealed that the course positively
affected in students in three areas: providing an enhanced classroom experience; cultural
validation; and career relevancy.
The few studies focusing specifically on Sikh students have typically been in
high school settings (Charbonneau, 2011; Chawla, 2001; Verma, 2004). In
Accommodation Without Assimilation (1988), Margaret A. Gibson reports the findings
from a two-year study of Sikh high school students in the same locale as the current
study. The current study employ the pseudonym Lakeview for the town. Gibson reported
that the two most significant factors affecting Sikh high school students' academic
achievement were a student's age on entry to an English-medium school and proficiency
in English (p. 90). The Sikh high school seniors in the study identified three barriers to
their achievement: racial hostility; limited proficiency in English; and the pressures to
conform to majority group ways (p. 142). Students in Gibson's study reported frequent
verbal insults, e.g., "you stink" and "you God damn Hindus," as well as less frequent
incidents in which males' turbans were tom off (p. 142). Other serious acts of racial
hostility included a Sikh girl's long hair being set on fire by a White male student
walking behind her.
The study of Sikh community college students in the same location three decades
later will permit the observation of any changes in student experiences over time. The
heightened climate of Islamophobia which Sikh students currently face did not exist in
the 1980's when Gibson's data were collected (Pluralism Project, Harvard University,
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2016; Sikh Coalition, 2014). The current study explores the nature of discrimination and
bullying directed at Sikh students as it exists in today's environment. A significant gap
exists in the literature on Sikh students in higher education (Lew, Chang & Wang, 2005;
Sandhu & Nayar, 2008). The academic, cultural, and social factors that affect Sikh
student success in higher education are essentially unidentified and undocumented. This
study illuminates the experiences of Sikh community college students, permitting
California community colleges to design policies and practices to best serve this student
segment and contributing to the literature on minority and immigrant student populations.
Statement of the Problem

Considerable previous research indicates the necessity of examining the
educational experiences and needs of specific ethnicities usually reported in the aggregate
as Asian American (Lee, 2009; Ng, Lee, & Pak, 2007; Lui, 2013; Ngo & Lee, 2007;
Pang, Han, and Pang, 2011; Suzuki, 1995; Teranishi & Pazich, 2013; Weinberg, 1997).
There is a significant lack of information concerning Sikh students' academic, cultural,
and social experiences in community college. This study takes place among Sikh students
at a community college located in a semi-rural area of northern California. The students
and their families are directly affected by the issues which this study examines.
Community college leaders may also be informed by the study' s findings which will
contribute to the understanding of how best to promote the success of Sikh students.
Understanding how Sikh students negotiate a community college environment
constructed for the dominant culture can provide insights for policy, counseling and
curriculum that facilitate Sikh American student success.

6
Nature of the Study

The study takes place at Lakeview College, one of the oldest community colleges
in California. Enrollment at Lakeview for 2015-2016 totaled 10,088 students. The college
draws its students from three counties, largely rural areas with local economies dependent
on agriculture and related services. The town of Lakeview has a population of 66,941
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2016b). Its residents are less likely than Californians overall to
have a bachelor's degree or higher (statewide 31.0 percent, Lakeview 18.9 percent). The
area is ethnically and culturally diverse, including the largest Sikh community in the
United States, estimated at 15,000 (News East West, 2012; Sikhs in American, 2016).
According to the U.S. 2010 Census, 17.2 percent ofLakeview's population is Asian,
compared with 13.0 percent statewide.
Data from the California Community Colleges Chancellor's Office (CCCCO)
confirm that Lakeview College's student population reflects this diversity, with 40.2
percent White/non-Latino, 32.2 percent Latino/a, 12.9 percent Asian, 6.3 percent multiethnicity, 3.1 percent African-American, 1.1 percent Filipino/Pacific Islander, and 4.0
percent other ethnicities or unknown. Asian students at Lakeview College are younger on
average compared with non-Asian students. Some 75.2 percent of Asian students are
twenty-four years of age or younger, compared with 60.0 percent of non-Asian students
(California Community Colleges Chancellor's Office, 2016).
A qualitative research approach is used in this study (Creswell, 2014; Merriam,
2009) to examine the academic, cultural, and social factors that affect the academic
progress and success of Sikh American students in community college. Merriam (2009)
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states that basic qualitative research attempts to identify and interpret the meanings that
people ascribe to their experiences to make sense of their lives and the world. The author
notes that a central characteristic of qualitative research is constructivism - the idea that
individuals construct reality in interaction with their social world. Merriam describes
qualitative research as focusing on meaning, understanding, and process; employing a
purposeful sample; collecting data via interviews, observations, or documents; featuring
data analysis that is inductive and comparative; and yielding fmdings that are richly
descriptive and presented as themes or categories (p. 39).
The current study employs a purposeful sample comprised of twelve Sikh
students who were interviewed face-to-face. Respondents included students of both
genders. The interview instrument comprised open-ended questions concerning the
academic, social, and cultural factors affecting Sikh community college students in areas
such as language, acceptance by other students, balancing the demands of college and
home, balancing the demands of college and work, finances, and instructor-student
interaction. The extent to which these Sikh students experience discrimination was
determined, with students describing instances and examples they have observed or
experienced personally.
The interviews of approximately ninety minutes in length were audio recorded
and transcribed for interpretive phenomenological analysis (Creswell, 2014; Giorgi,
1997; Merriam, 2009; Reid, Flowers & Larkin, 2005). The phenomenological qualitative
approach studies "lived experience" (Van Manen, 1990, p. 9), examining how individuals
construct meaning from their everyday lives (Merriam, 2009). In-depth interviews with
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open-ended questions allowed research participants to tell their own stories of the
experience of being Sikh community college students. As noted by Reid, Flowers and
Larkin (2005), "interpretations may be drawn from a range of theoretical perspectives,
provided that they are developed around a central account of the participants' experiences
(their phenomenological world)" (p. 20). The data in the current study were examined
from a Critical Race Theory perspective testing the Model Minority Theory.

Theoretical Framework
Model Minority Theory
Model Minority Theory, first articulated by sociologist William Peterson in 1966,
posits that Asian Americans are successful in education due to cultural norms of hard
work and persistence and an aptitude for math and science (Assalone & Fann, 2016;
Chou & Feagin, 2015; Lee, 2009; Lui, 2013; Museus & Kiang, 2009; Ng, Lee & Pak,
2007; Ngo & Lee, 2007; Teranishi, 2002b). The theory has been disputed by theorists
who point out the wide range of ethnicities, many of whom do not experience academic
success, represented under the Asian American umbrella (Lee, 2009; Ng, Lee, & Pak,
2007; Ngo & Lee, S. J., 2007; Suzuki, 1995; Teranishi & Pazich, 2013; Weinberg, 1997).
These scholars and others also note that the concept of American Asians as a model
minority serves to separate them from the mainstream and cast them as perpetual
foreigners (Mahalingam, 2012; Tuan, 1999).
The U.S. Census Bureau (2016a) uses the term Asian refers to a person having
origins in any of the original peoples of the Far East, Southeast Asia, or the Indian
subcontinent, including, for example, Cambodia, China, India, Japan, Korea, Malaysia,
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Pakistan, the Philippine Islands, Thailand, and Vietnam. Educational research scholars
use a variety of terms and acronyms to represent Asian Americans, including Asian
Pacific American (APA) and Asian American and Pacific Islander (AAPI) (Hune &
Chan, 1997). Studies disputing the Model Minority Theory include those that report wide
variations among AAPI ethnicities in college graduations rates (Lui, 2013), performance
on standardized tests (Pang, Han, and Pang, 2011), and post-secondary education plans
{Teranishi, 2002a). Other studies reveal academic differences within specific Asian
ethnicities based on socioeconomic class (Lew, 2004; Louie, 2001) and immigrant versus
native-born status (Lew, Chang, & Wang, 2005). A detailed discussion of studies testing
the Model Minority Theory is provided in Chapter 2.
It has been extensively argued that the Model Minority Theory, in aggregating the
wide variety of Asian ethnicities, impedes educational equity by concealing the
significant achievement differences among various AAPI ethnic groups (Lee, 2009; Ng,
Lee, & Pak, 2007; Ngo & Lee, S. J., 2007; Pang, Han, and Pang, 2011; Suzuki, 1995;
Teranishi & Pazich, 2013; Weinberg, 1997). Buenavista, Jayakumar, and Misa-Escalante
(2009) state that the model minority construct is "a pervasive paradigm that has been
used in educational research to perpetuate White, middle-class, hegemonic notions of
merit and dismiss the educational disparities and overall educational experiences of Asian
Americans" (p. 73). In the Foreword to Unraveling the "Model Minority" Stereotype
(Lee, 2009), Sleeter states "[T]he model minority image authorizes flat denial of racism
and structures of racial dominance, and silences those who are not economically
successful" (p. ix). The current study explores the extent to which Lakeview's Sikh
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students' experiences reflect or conflict with the Model Minority Theory. Students'
perceptions of whether they are assumed to be model minority members and, if so, how
this affects their academic progress are discussed in the study's findings.
Critical Race Theory/AsianCrit
Together with Model Minority Theory, the second theoretical perspective
underpinning this study is AsianCrit, an emergent version of Critical Race Theory (CRT).
CRT originated in the Critical Legal Studies movement, which examines how the law
reproduces and normalizes racism in society (Delgado, Stefancic & Liendo, 2012;
Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Parker & Lynn, 2002; Teranishi, Behringer, Grey &
Parker, 2009). Critical Legal Studies was developed in the late 1970's by a group oflegal
scholars, most notably Derrick A. Bell, the first African American tenured professor at
Harvard's School of Law. These scholars were disillusioned with the lack of change
following civil rights legislation and began to criticize the role of law in "racially based
social and economic oppression" (Taylor, Gillbom & Ladson-Billings, 2009, p. 2).
Critical Race Theory particularly values the voices of people of color (Delgado,
Stefancic & Liendo, 2012; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). Scholars point to the contrast
between reality as seen by the dominant culture and the racial reality that has been
filtered out, suppressed, and censored (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012; Ladson-Billings &
Tate, 1995). They argue that counter-stories of reality as told by people of color are
ignored because they do not fit the dominant culture's version of reality (Delgado,
Stefancic & Liendo, 2012). Experiential knowledge is seen as a way to inform thinking
and research. Thus, narrative accounts and testimonies are viewed as key sources of data
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by CRT scholars (Solorzano & Yosso, 2002).
Five basic tenets are fundamental to Critical Race Theory (Delgado, Stefancic,
and Liendo, 2012; Lynn & Adams, 2002; Taylor, Gillbom & Ladson-Billings, 2016). A
detailed discussion of these tenets appears in Chapter 2. Briefly, these underlying
assumptions are:
•

Racism is not an aberration; racism is endemic to our society and so deeply
imbedded that it is virtually invisible.

•

Interest convergence, the concept that Whites will tolerate and advance the

interests of minorities only when it benefits the self-interest of Whites.
•

Race and races are social constructions whose definitions can change with
political and economic conditions.

•

Jntersectionality and antiessentialism. Intersectionality refers to the concept that

many components including gender, sexual preference, age, education, political
views, socioeconomic status and so forth intersect with "race" to create unique
human beings. Antiessentialism rejects the notions that one essential characteristic
describes all members of a group and that one aspect of an individual expresses
that individual.
•

The importance of the ''voice-of-color." The racial reality that has been filtered
out of the dominant version of reality must be expressed through the voices of
people of color. Their counter-stories of reality provide the data for exposing
racist practices and policies.

The use of Critical Race Theory has mushroomed in the social and human sciences
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literature, producing variations including LatCrit, which focuses on critical issues such as
immigration that are relevant to the Latino/a population. AsianCrit is an emergent version
of CRT. According to Bartlett and Brayboy (2005), AsianCrit emphasizes and critiques
nativistic [protecting the interests of native inhabitants against those of immigrants]
racism associated with the concept of the model minority, immigration and
naturalization, language, and disenfranchisement issues that relate to Asian Americans.
Lopez (2003) draws attention to the lack of conversation about race in schools
and calls for scholars in the politics of education to apply CRT to public schools. He
argues that racism functions at a level that is invisible to most people. Foundational to
making advances in dealing with the problem of racism, according to Lopez, is to
recognize it within ourselves and within the field of education. In the current study, the
experiences of American Sikh community college students are examined through the
theoretical lens of AsianCrit to expose the existence of any nativistic racism. The current
Islamophobic climate adds a significant and potentially problematic element to the
phenomenon of nativistic racism. Students describe their encounters with discrimination
and bullying related to their immigrant status and to their Sikh cultural and religious
background. Their perceptions of language as a factor in their academic experiences is
explored. Sikh students also express their thoughts concerning whether they are assumed
to be model minority members and, if so, how this affects their academic progress.
AsianCrit and Model Minority Theory are the lenses through which the study
examines Sikh students' perceptions of their community college experiences and the
ways in which the community college is or is not meeting their needs. The scarcity of
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information about Sikh students in higher education is discussed in detail in the literature
review. The few scholarly studies of Sikh students are reviewed and their fmdings
discussed as a beginning point for this study.
Sikhs are often confused with Muslims by the public (Boychuk, 2015; Sikh
Coalition, 2014; Verma, 2006). Research exploring the confusion between the two groups
and its implications for Sikhs is reviewed. A discussion of recent violence against Sikhs
and their gurdwaras (temples) establishes some of the challenges that Sikhs and Sikh
students face (Carbone, 2012; CNN, 2012). AsianCrit is an appropriate theoretical
framework within which to examine the Sikh community college experience because it
focuses on nativistic racism, language, immigration and naturalization (Lopez, 2003).
These issues were especially salient in the run-up to the 2016 presidential election in
which one party's nominee openly appealed to anti-immigrant attitudes and anti-Muslim
feelings (Healey & Barbaro, 2015; Preston, J. 2015). How the American public
responded to these nativistic messages will potentially affect American Sikh students and
their families and may arguably serve to expose underlying racism in American society.
The current study examines the experiences of Sikh students to detect incidents of
implicit bias as well as evidence of explicit bias, such as aggressive behavior. Explicit
racial bias is expressed by individuals who are aware of their negative feelings toward
other races and ethnicities. Implicit bias exists without individuals being consciously
aware that they harbor any racial bias. As quoted by Boysen (2010, p. 211 ), implicit bias
expresses "actions or judgments that are under the control of automatically activated
evaluation, without the performer's awareness of that causation" (Greenwald, McGhee, &
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Schwartz, 1998, p. 1464). Implicit bias underlies what psychologists have termed
"aversive racism" (Dovidio, Gaertner, Kawakami, & Hodson, 2002). Individuals with
aversive racism typically reject overtly racist attitudes and believe themselves to be
without such feelings. Aversive racism is often expressed through microaggressions.
Boysen explains that Sue et al. (2007) defined microaggressions as the subtle slights and
insults that targets of bias face, most of which occur without the perpetrator's awareness.
To illustrate, microinvalidations, one form of microaggression, are behaviors that reject
or invalidate the experiences of targets of bias (e.g., assuming a person who is not
White is from another country or denying the continuing existence of discrimination).
Limitations of the Study
The findings from this qualitative study are based on interviews with twelve Sikh
students at one California community college. With a small, purposeful sample at one
locale, the study' s findings are not necessarily representative of the experiences of all the
Sikh students at this institution or of Sikh students at other community colleges. This
study is designed to be an in-depth exploration of Sikh students' experiences in
negotiating college, given the differences between the Sikh culture and the dominant
culture and the current political climate of Islamophobia. Its objective is to center the
voices of students from the Sikh community as an initial step to ensuring that their
academic needs are understood and addressed. The study' s author is committed to social
justice and educational equity for every student, and looks forward to the contributions
this study will make to cultural awareness in the community college environment.
All researchers bring their perceptions, attitudes, values, and beliefs with them on
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their journey (Creswell, 2014). From the choice of topic to the analysis and interpretation
of the study' s findings, a researcher is influenced by personal background, interests, and
biases. During the course of this study, the researcher was aware of this influence and
consulted colleagues both inside and outside of the Punjabi community for their
feedback.
Significance of the Study
This research addresses a significant gap in the literature concerning Sikh
American students in higher educational institutions. Studies of Asian Americans in
higher education settings have been conducted with Filipino (Buenavista, Jayakumar, &
Misa - Escalante, K., 2009), Hawaiian (Makuakane-Drechsel & Hagedorn, 2000), Hmong
(Bosher, 1997), Vietnamese (Han &Lee, 2011) and Chinese (Wang & Ratanasiripong,
2010) American students. Sandhu and Nayar (2008) conducted a study among Sikh
students at a university in Vancouver, British Columbia. The study's purpose was to
discern the effectiveness of a course on the Sikh diaspora in enhancing Sikh students'
first year college experience. In the U.S., previous research has been conducted with
Sikh high school students (Chawla, 2001; Gibson, 1988; Verma, 2004). Lew, Chang and
Wang (2005) describe Asian American students at community colleges as the
"overlooked minority" (p. 64). The current study's focus on Sikh students at Lakeview
College begins to address that issue.
Sikh students and their parents may benefit from this study's contribution to
awareness of the academic, cultural, and social factors affecting the community college
experiences of Sikh students. Factors promoting Sikh student success are identified to
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help other Sikh students and potentially students overall to succeed. Any structural
obstacles to student success are identified and recommendations are made to address
them. Instructional and counseling faculty may benefit from learning student perceptions
of both effective practices and unmet needs. This information will permit faculty to
further promote the success of their Sikh students by reinforcing what is working and
changing what is not. Boykin and Noguera (2011) discuss the theory of culturally
relevant pedagogy, noting that Ladson-Billings (1995, 2002) advocates infusing
culturally relevant pedagogy into curriculum and classroom practices (p. 103). The
current study provides insights into the culture Sikh students bring with them to the
classroom. Educators may draw on these insights in curriculum planning and counseling.
Educational leaders may use the study' s findings to inform decisions and actions
related to the Sikh student group as well as the college community overall. Increased
awareness of the needs and experiences of Sikh students can impact college practices,
from scheduling community events to designing and implementing policies to address the
discrimination Sikh students discuss. Policymakers at the state level may be interested in
the study' s findings concerning any discrimination experienced by students in this study.
That educational policymakers are concerned about bullying is evidenced by the
unanimous passage of Assembly Bill AB 2845 - Safe Place to Learn Act: Arab, Middle
Eastern, Muslim, Sikh, and South Asian (AMEMSSA) Students. The bill promotes
identifications of strategies and programs to address bullying in schools. CAIR [Council
on American-Islamic Relations], the Sikh Coalition, and Asian Americans Advancing
Justice worked ''together with the API [Asian and Pacific Islander] Legislative Caucus to
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advocate for this bill in light of reports including CAIR's 2015 report that indicate 55
percent of Muslim students have experienced some form of bullying in schools"
(California Legislature, 2016). The current study examines bullying and discrimination
against Sikhs at Lakeview Community College.
Research Questions
The research questions to be addressed in this study are:
RQ 1. What do Sikh students perceive to be the academic factors affecting their
progress and success in community college?
RQ 2. What do Sikh students perceive to be the cultural factors affecting their
progress and success in community college?
RQ 3. What do Sikh students perceive to be the social factors affecting their
progress and success in community college?
Conclusion
The following section reviews literature relevant to this phenomenological study
of the experiences of Sikh community college students. To provide background
information as context for understanding how Sikh students navigate community college,
the section begins with an introduction to Sikhs in America, including the Sikh diaspora,
religion, and cultural beliefs, norms and practices. A discussion of the American public's
awareness and perceptions of Sikh Americans is followed by coverage of violence and
bullying against Sikhs and Sikh students in the post 9/11 environment. The Literature
Review continues with academic studies of Asian American students, including the few
studies specifically focusing on Sikh students. Studies testing the Model Minority Theory
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and studies applying Critical Race Theory/AsianCrit to educational research are then
reviewed. The section concludes with a synthesis of research conducted with Asian
American students and a discussion of how previous research propels the current study.
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Chapter2
LITERATURE REVIEW

· The Story of Punjabi Sikh Americans
The Sikh diaspora
The homeland of the Sikhs is the Punjab region of northwestern India, but Sikh
Punjabis have settled in many other countries. Sikhs around the world number 25 to 27
million (Oxford Sikhs, 2016; Sikh American Legal Defense and Education Fund, 2016).
Of that number, approximately 20 million reside in Indian Punjab. The region of Punjab
was partitioned in 1947, with a portion of Punjab becoming part of Pakistan.
Approximately 20,000 Sikhs reside in Pakistan, a primarily Muslim nation (U.S.
Department of State, 2007). The ten cities outside India where Sikhs represent large
percentages of the population comprise four in the United Kingdom, three in Canada, and
three in the Unites States, including the northern California town where the current study
takes place. Current estimates indicate over 500,000 Sikhs live in the United States
(Basu, 2016; CNN.com, 2016; Huffington Post.com, 2014), with the largest Sikh
populations on the East and West Coasts (Harvard University, 2016).
The term diaspora originally referred to the migration of Jews worldwide, but
today it connotes all religious communities established outside their homelands (Jakobsh,
2012). The Sikh diaspora in the United States began in 1903 with the arrival of twenty

Punjabi men. By 1915 there were nearly 6,000 Sikhs on the West Coast, working in the
lumber industry, in railroad construction, and on farms (Harvard University, 2016). Sikhs
in California settled in the Sacramento and San Joaquin Valleys and in the Imperial
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Valley in the southern part of the state.
Sikhs faced discrimination from both local residents and other immigrant groups,
who were competing for jobs and feared the Punjabis would work for less, driving wages
down (Jakobsh, 2012). In 1908, the U.S. Immigration Bureau declared Sikhs ineligible
for naturalized citizenship because they were not Whites as required by the 1790
Naturalization Act (Weinberg, 1997). The opportunity for Sikhs to prosper as landowners
was blocked when California passed the Alien Land Act of 1913, prohibiting aliens not
qualified for citizenship from owning or leasing land. In the United States v. Bhagat
Singh Thind, 261 U.S. 204 (1923), the Supreme Court affirmed that all Asian Indians
were ineligible for citizenship. The U.S. Congress passed the "Barred Zone Act" in
1917, declaring that immigrants would no longer be admitted from specified countries,
including India. With Sikh immigrant men unable to bring their wives from Punjab, most
either remained single or married non-Sikh women, usually of Mexican heritage (La
Brack, 1988). As a result, a pattern of assimilation prevailed, with many Sikh men
shaving their beards and abandoning other cultural and religious practices (Pluralism
Project, Harvard University, 2016).
Between 1917 and 1946, there was virtually no direct immigration from India to
the U.S., although a few Sikhs were able to enter through Canada or Mexico. In 1946,
Congress passed legislation permitting 100 immigrants from India per year. Many of the
early immigrants were Sikhs coming to join relatives in California (Pluralism Project,
Harvard University, 2016). The legislation also provided a pathway to citizenship for
Sikhs in the United States.
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The Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965 brought about dramatic changes in
the Sikh diaspora. Abandoning the system of national quotas, the new immigration
policy was based on reuniting immigrant families and attracting skilled labor to the
United States (FitzGerald & Cook-Martin, 2015). As the American Sikh population grew
swiftly, professionals such as doctors, engineers, and information technology experts
settled in large urban centers. Other Sikhs, sponsored by family members, joined relatives
on family farms in rural areas. The World Religion Database at Boston University
estimates that there are approximately 280,000 Sikhs in the U.S. (The PEW Forum on
Religious & Public Life, 2012). Sikhs in Yuba County, the location of the current study,
and in the adjacent Sutter County represent the largest Sikh agricultural population
outside of India (Jakobsh, 2012; La Brack, 1988). The Sikh population of the area
surrounding Lakeview, where the current study will take place, is estimated at 10,000 to
15,000 (IIP Digital, U.S. Department of State, 2012; News East West, 2012; Sikhs in
American, 2016).
An introduction to Sikhism

Sikhism, a monotheistic religion that believes in the oneness of all beings, is
currently the world's fifth largest religion. The Sikh divinity is referred to as Nirgun
(Formless One) and Akal Purakh (Eternal Being) (Jakobsh, 2012). Sikhism was founded
by Guru Nanak in the Punjab region of northwest India about 500 years ago. Guru
Nanak believed that a divine revelation required him to travel, preaching God's message
in the form of poetic hymns called shabads (Jakobsh, 2012; McCloud, 1997; Sikh
Coalition, 2012; SikhismGuide.org, 2016; Singh, 1993; Singh, 2014). Guru Nanak sang
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of "the oneness of God, the equality of all people, [and] the futility of empty ritualism"
(Harvard University, 2016, para. 3). Guru Nanak passed on the leadership of Sikhism to
nine successive Gurus. The hymns, accepted as the word of God, were written down as
scripture and augmented by the Gurus who followed Guru Nanak. The Gurus believed
that they were merely the vessels for the message they were delivering. The final living
Guru, Guru Gobind Singh, died in 1708. Before his death, Guru Gobind Singh, rather
than naming a human successor, established the scripture (Granth) as the spiritual
manifestation of the Guru and the community of Sikhs (Panth) as the physical
manifestation (Jakobsh, 2012; McCloud, 1997; Sikh Coalition, 2012; SikhismGuide.org,
2016; Sikh.org, n.d., Singh, 1993). The scripture was called the Guru Granth Sahib (most
revered) and the community of initiated Sikhs was called the Guru Khalsa (alliance of the
pure) Panth. There are some 3,000 hymns in the 1,430 pages of Guru Granth Sahib
(Harvard University, 2016). Singing the hymns of the Guru Granth Sahib is central to
Sikh worship and celebrations. A copy of the book of scripture rests in a canopied altar in
every Sikhgurdwara (temple) and the anniversary of its adoption is celebrated with a
three-day festival and parade (Jakobsh, 2012; McCloud, 1997; SikhismGuide, 2016).
The gurdwara is a central meeting place that serves multiple purposes. Although
the building itself is not considered sacred, it houses the sacred book of scriptures Guru
Granth Sahib and is the cultural center for the Sikh community. Religious services,
community meetings, communal meals, and marriages and baptisms are held at the
gurdwara. In communities with a small population of Sikhs, the gurdwara may be at a
member's home. Lakeview' s onion-domed Sikh temple was erected in 1969. It is the
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largest of several gurdwaras serving Sikhs who live in and around the area (Smith, 2013).
Cultural beliefs, norms and practices
The word Sikh in Punjabi means seeker of knowledge or disciple. Sikhs believe
they are the disciples of God who follow the writings and teachings of the ten Sikh Gurus
(Jakobsh, 2012; McCloud, 1997; SikhismGuide.org, 2016). Sikhs are monotheistic,
believing that there is one God who created the universe and all faiths. They believe
everyone, men and women of all races and religions, are equal in God's eyes (Pluralism
Project, Harvard University, 2016; PEW Forum on Religious & Public Life, 2012; The
Sikh Coalition, 2012). During Sikh religious services at a gurdwara, men and women
typically sit on opposite sides of the room. According to RealSikhism.com, this is a
cultural norm rather than a religious req~ement, as men and women in India often sit on
separate sides of a congregation. Both women and men may read from the Guru Granth
Sahib and lead the group in singing.
The orthodox baptized Sikhs (amritdharis) must observe five tenets of appearance
and dress. More than simple conventions, the articles are imbued with deep religious
significance and meaning. Sikhs who are not baptized (sahajdharis) may choose to
observe the five outward symbols of faith but are not pledged to do so. According to
Gibson (1988), within any family, some may be baptized and some not. The distinction
does not imply a difference in adaptation to American culture (p. 49). Both female and
male baptized Sikhs must have these articles on their persons at all times. There are
various meanings attributed to these articles of faith, which are known as the Five Ks
(Jakobsh, 2012; McCloud, 1997; Singh, 1993; Singh, 2014):
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•

Kes/K.esh (uncut hair). Sikh men and women do not cut their hair, believing that
in its natural state it is more in harmony with God's will. For men, hair is formed
into a knot at the top of the head and covered with a turban which represents
dedication, self-respect, courage and piety. The Kesh and the turban were
instituted by the first guru, Guru Nanak. To Sikhs, the turban expresses their
commitment to the Sikh Gurus (Sikh Coalition, 2012; Singh, 1993; Singh, 2014).
Young Sikh boys wear patkas, a small piece of cloth which is tied around the head
to cover the hair. Women cover their head and shoulders with a long scarf called a
chuni.

•

Kanga/Khanga (comb). Worn in the hair knot under the turban, this small wooden
comb represents cleanliness and order. (McCloud, 1997; SikhismGuide.org.,
2015; Singh, 2014). It also "distances Sikhs from other ascetics in India, who
often allow their long hair to become matted" (Jakobsh, 2012, p. 60).

•

Kara (bracelet). Sources vary as to the meaning of the steel bracelet. One
interpretation is that its perfect circular shape is a symbol of the eternal nature of
God (McCloud, 1997; Singh, 2014; Pluralism Project, Harvard University, 2016).
Some say it represents strength and integrity (McCloud, 1997;
SikhismGuide.org), while others say it symbolizes restraint from evil deeds by
reminding the wearer of vows taken (RealSikhism.com, 2016).

•

Kachehra/Kachh (cotton shorts). This undergarment symbolizes chastity, fidelity,
self-control, and the prohibition of adultery. (Jakobsh, 2012; SikhismGuide.org.
2015; Singh, 1993; Singh, 2014).
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•

Kirpan (sword). The kirpan is a short sword or knife normally worn with a cloth
shoulder strap called a gatra. The kirpan is thought to represent dignity and selfreliance, as well as willingness and capacity to defend the weak and oppressed
(McCloud, 1997; Sikh Coalition; 2012). It also symbolizes Transcendental
Knowledge which destroys the illusion of the temporal world of time and space
(Singh, 2014).
Singh (2014), in a discussion of contemporary issues regarding the Five Ks, notes

ironically that while in Punjab many Sikhs are abandoning the practices of their own free
will, many members of the Sikh diaspora are struggling for the right to observe them. In
U.S. educational settings, conflict has occurred over whether Sikh students should be
allowed to wear a kirpan to school (Department of Education, State of Washington, 2014;
Singh, 2012; U.S. Ct. App. 1995). School rules typically ban all weapons, including
knives, on school property. Sikhs argue that the articles of faith require them to carry the
kirpan at all times. In 1995, a California case provided a blueprint for compromise. In
Cheema v. Thompson, No.94-16868 (U.S. Ct. App. 1995), three Sikh brothers were
expelled by the Livingston, California School District for carrying kirpans under their
shirts. Ultimately, the United States Court of Appeals, Ninth Circuit ruled that the boys
could wear the kirpans with the following conditions: the blade must be dull; no longer
than three inches in length; sewn into its sheath so that it is not removable; and worn
under clothing.
American public awareness and perceptions of Sikhs and Sikhism
In 2013, the Stanford University Peace Innovation Lab conducted a study for the
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Sikh American Legal Defense and Education Fund (SALDEF) to ascertain the American
public's awareness of and perceptions of Sikhs and Sikhism. The study, Turban myths:
Reframing Sikh American identity in post-9/11 America, employed a multipart research
methodology including approximately 2,500 surveys, 20 qualitative interviews with
leaders in the Sikh community and other faith-based communities, and a review of the
most recent academic literature on Sikh and Muslim Americans, neuroscience and
behavioral psychology, and news accounts of hate crimes against Sikh and Muslim
Americans. The findings indicated a large information gap in the general public's
awareness of Sikhs and Sikhism:
•

49 percent of respondents believe "Sikh" is a sect of Islam.

•

70 percent cannot identify a Sikh man in a picture as a Sikh.

•

79 percent cannot identify India as the geographic origin of Sikhism.

•

An anti-turban bias exists even among those who are more knowledgeable about
Sikhs.

•

Twenty percent of these respondents said that if they encounter a stranger wearing
a turban they are likely to become angry or apprehensive.

The study' s data were subjected to tests of statistical significance and those findings
reported above were statistically significant. Questions were presented with precoded
answer options, e.g., "Sikhism originated in or near Canada, India, Iraq, Turkey, [or] I
don't know." Had survey questions been asked for which respondents were required to
supply their own answers, e.g., "Where did Sikhism arise?" the percentage of those who
didn't know would likely have been even higher than 79 percent. Regardless, this study
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demonstrates the public's lack of awareness about Sikhism and helps to explain the
confusion of Sikhs with Muslims.
Discrimination and violence against Sikh Americans
As with other immigrant groups, Sikhs have faced issues of discrimination since
first arriving in America (Weinberg, 1997). A prominent leader in the Sikh community
stated that the confusion of American Sikhs with Muslims first became an issue during
the 1979 hostage crisis in Iran. He contended that people began to assume that Sikhs were
Muslims because they had long beards like the Ayatollah (News East West, 2012). Prior
to the attacks of 9/11, acts of discrimination and violence against Sikhs were infrequent
and not widespread (Harvard University, 2016). In the aftermath of9/l l, Sikhs became
targets for the violent acts of revenge-seeking zealots who assumed them to be Muslim
terrorists. Stories of Sikhs who were victimized following 9/11 are documented in
Caught in the Backlash: Stories from Northern California (ACLU, 2002).
The Sikh Coalition is the largest Sikh American advocacy and community
development organization in the United States (Sikh Coalition, 2012). Founded in
response to violence against Sikhs immediately following the 9/11 attacks, the Sikh
Coalition provides direct legal services to those whose civil or human rights are violated
and advocates for policies and legislation to protect fundamental rights. Between
September 11, 2001 and August 4, 2012, the Sikh Coalition indicated that it received
over 1,000 complaints of discrimination or violence against Sikhs. Three of the most
egregious occurred in northern California. They include the stabbing of a Sikh
grandfather in Santa Clara by someone who said he ''wanted to kill a Taliban," the

28
vicious beating of a Sikh cab driver in Sacramento by two men who called him Osama
bin Laden, and the shooting deaths of two elderly Sikh men out for a stroll in a
Sacramento suburb (Carbone, 2012). On August 5, 2012, a man with ties to a Whitesupremacy group opened fire at the Oak Creek, Wisconsin Sikh Temple, killing six
people and wounding three others (Yaccino, Schwirtz, & Santora, 2012). According to
the Sikh Coalition, this incident was the impetus for the previously discussed 2013
Stanford University Peace Innovation Lab study for SALDEF.
The conflict between schools and Sikh families over students carrying kirpans is
ongoing (Department of Education, State of Washington, 2014; Singh, 2012). The
environment of Islamophobia surely affects Sikh students, who are exposed to news
reports, family conversation, and community awareness of discrimination and violence
against American Sikhs. The current study explores how the issues of racism and
discrimination may affect the academic lives of American Sikh community college
students. The following section reviews educational studies conducted with Asian
American students. Studies with students of specific Asian American ethnicities,
including Punjabi American Sikhs, are discussed.
Educational Research with Asian American Students
Studies of students from Asian American ethic groups
The following studies have focused on students from specific Asian ethnic
populations: Cambodian (Chhuon & Macias, 2007; Wallit, 2005); Chinese (Wang &
Ratanasiripong, 2010); Chinese and Japanese (Matsui, 1995); Filipino (Buenavista,
Jayakumar, & Misa-Escalante, 2009); Hmong (Bosher, 1997; Thao, 2015); Indian

29
(Verma, 2006; Vyas, 2001); Korean (Chai, 2013; Lew, 2004); and Vietnamese (Han &
Lee, 2011; Zhou & Bankston, 1998). Overall, these studies confirm the diversity of
experiences and outcomes for individual ethnicities while identifying factors common to
many groups. One common theme is a sense of invisibility, a lack of recognition by the
institution of their particular needs. Buenavista, Jayakumar, and Misa-Escalante (2009)
studied the experiences of U.S. Filipino college students. They found that, although
institutions have attempted to establish programs to support students of color including
African American and Latino/a, Asian students as a group are not recognized as students
of color requiring academic support. Filipino American students were not receiving the
support they required.
Another common theme among several studies of specific ethnicities of Asian
American students is their perception of a negative or hostile campus climate. Several
studies of Filipino students discussed discrimination by teachers and counselors
(Buenavista, 2010; Teranishi, 2000a). In Teranishi's study of Filipino high school
seniors, students reported that counselors unfairly placed them in vocational courses,
urged them to attend community college, or regarded them as "academically unqualified"
to attend college (2000a, p. 149). In several studies, students described verbal insults and
aggressive behavior by other students directed against Sikh American students (Gibson,
1988; Verma, 2006). In studying Korean high school dropouts from low socio-economic
families, Lew (2004) noted that students' experiences with counselors were characterized
by "confusion and misinformation" and "also were fraught with anger and frustration
based on mistrust and disrespect" demonstrated by counselors towards students (p. 315).
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Studies of specific Asian ethnicities also discuss the necessity of students
negotiating between two cultures. Asher (2008) explored how youth from immigrant
Indian American backgrounds construct hybrid identities to negotiate the different
cultures and expectations in their home and school lives. In-depth interviews were
conducted with ten Indian American high school students of Hindu faith, five each from
two schools in New York City. Among the study's findings was the extent to which many
of these students had internalized the model minority concept. Regardless of whether
they themselves fit the perception of being skilled in math and science, students
expressed agreement with the concept as descriptive of Indian Americans. Student
participants indicated that they struggle to assert their American identity at home and
their Indian identity at school. They described school as being more open and flexible
than home in terms of options for career choices, stating that their parents emphasized
high-paying career options such as medicine over lower-paying careers.
Asher's study (2008) among Indian American students in New York found that
students' lives at school were influenced by "cultural assumptions" and "curricular
lacunae [gaps]" (p. 15). Participants reported that other students expected them to
conform to the model minority stereotype by taking courses that would prepare them to
attend prestigious universities and medical schools. It was assumed that students would
conform to their own cultural practices. When Indian American students expressed
identification with other students of color, e.g., males wearing baggy pants like African
American males and females wearing color block shirts like African American females,
they encountered resistance from other Indian American students. Curricular lacunae
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were noted by participants. One of the schools offered a course in Asian literature, but it
featured only Chinese and Japanese works. Students felt that their own cultural
background was not represented. Students spoke of the misinformation or lack of
information about their culture, with non-Indian American students assuming they were
Buddhists rather than Hindus. Asher (2008) asserts that to deconstruct stereotypes, more
studies are required that document and reveal the particular struggles of students of color
from diverse backgrounds. The current study explores the academic, cultural, and social
experiences of S~ college students. Participants were asked to describe non-Sikh
student and instructor perceptions of Sikh students, including any misconceptions.
Participants also discussed their own impressions of pedagogical
approaches and curricular content.
Studies of Asian American students in higher education

Mateus and Park (2015) discuss the scarcity of research conducted with Asian
American college students and the implications of this gap in knowledge:
[R]ecent analysis of five of the most widely read peer-reviewed academic journals

in the field of higher education (Journal of College Student Development, NASPA
Journal, Journal ofHigher Education, Research in Higher Education, and Review
ofHigher Education) revealed that less than 1% of articles published within the

decade preceding this review gave explicit attention to Asian Americans (Museus,
2009). The absence of research-based understandings of Asian American
undergraduates contributes to the perpetuation of misconceptions that they are
problem-free minorities. This paucity of research also masks challenges that this
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population encounters in college, such as racial prejudice and discrimination,
cultural conflict, and pressure from racial stereotypes (Museus, 2009, 2013a;
Suzuki, 2002).
In their critical review of literature on Asian Americans in education, Ng et al
(2007) state that AAPI research in higher education generally takes one of two
approaches: macro level studies which examine statistical data on Asian American
students (Hsia, 1988; Hun & Chan, 1997); or micro level studies that feature Asian
American students' experiences and voices on issues such as campus racial climate
(Ancis, Sedlacek, & Mohr, 2000). The previously discussed work by Buenavista,
Jayakumar, and Misa-Escalante (2009) documented the lack of targeted services for U.S.
Filipino college students. A recent study conducted among AAPI students at the
University of California, Los Angeles by Nguyen, Nguyen, Chan, and Teranishi (2016)
examines campus racial climate. Nguyen et al. state that "AAPI students in this study
report feelings of isolation and lack of representation on campus" (p. 16). Calling AAPI
students a marginalized group at UCLA, they describe acts of microaggression including
a racist video posted on YouTube by a White female student and an anonymous flyer
with racial slurs and racist images sent to the Asian American Studies Center at UCLA.
The authors conclude:
Given this reality, students have eagerly sought outlets through which to find
community and space, which emerges as a key theme for our analysis of UCLA
campus climate. In alignment with other studies that empirically examine student
experiences with campus environments, this study finds that space, and thus the
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student organizations that provide, support, and contribute to those spaces, are a
critical component of AAPI perceptions of campus. (p. 16)
Lui (2013) employs Critical Race Theory/AsianCrit and the concepts of model
minority and transfer shock to critically analyze the academic performance of AAPI
students transferring from community college to Middle University, a pseudonym for a
Midwestern institution. The author used transcript analysis, which included coding and
analyzing enrollment files, application data, financial aid records, and demographic data

(p. 208). The database contained more than 2,000 college records and transcripts for both
transfer and native (those who began their higher education at Middle University) AAPI
students over a ten-year period. Four variables were examined: status as native or transfer
student; cumulative grade point average (GPA); award or non-award of a baccalaureate
degree; and, for transfer students, transfer GPA.
The study found a significant difference between AAPI students' GPAs prior to
and immediately after transfer. AAPI transfer students' GPAs decreased by more than
one full grade point, on average, suggesting the possibility of transfer shock. The study's
findings showed no statistically significant difference between the graduation rates of
transfer and native AAPI students. The graduation rate for the AAPI population in total
was about 60 percent, somewhat lower than Middle University's overall average rate of
approximately 70 percent and the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System
(IPEDS) graduation rate of71 percent for Asian students (p. 211). Liu (2013) offers two
possible explanations for the discrepancy. Firstly, the author states that the IPEDS

measure includes international Asian students as well as American, which may affect the
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graduation statistic. Secondly, Liu explains (p. 212) that the AAPI ethnic composition
within the state where Middle University is located consists predominately of Laotian,
Vietnamese, and Hmong Americans, groups identified as having similar achievement
rates as Blacks and Latinos by the National Commission on Asian American and Pacific
Islander Research in Education (2011) and the Office of Asian and Pacific Islanders
Affairs (2012). Lui states that the inability to disaggregate AAPI ethnicities masks the
complexity of the community. The author argues that the Model Minority Theory's
presumption of superior academic performance at elite colleges and universities is also
challenged by the finding that more than half of the AAPI students attended community
college before coming to Middle University. The extent to which Lakeview's Sikh
students' experiences reflect or conflict with the Model Minority Theory is discussed in
the analysis of findings section. Sikh students' academic goals and plans will also be
explored.·
Using a phenomenological approach, Bosher (1997) interviewed 15 secondgeneration Hmong American college students to obtain qualitative data about their
acculturation process. The author queried students concerning the experience of adapting
to a new culture and learning a new language while maintaining their native culture and
language. Bosher found that these Hmong college students had negotiated a middle
ground between American and Hmong cultures, selecting elements of each. Students
maintained their sense of responsibility towards their family and loyalty to the Hmong
community, choosing to live with family and deferring to elders on important decisions.
They adopted the American culture's openness to higher education and sports
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participation for women, yet valued the traditional female role in the Hmong community.
Participants indicated that the more restrictive environment, compared to their nonHmong peers, in which they had grown up had enabled them to focus on their studies and
move up to higher education. Most students spoke both English and Hmong in their daily
lives. According to Bosher, these Hmong college students' "strong sense of ethnic
identification and community seems to have provided them with the stability and support
they needed to make the changes necessary for their long-term survival without
sacrificing their sense of self' (p. 600). The bicultural accommodations made by Sikh
community college students are explored in the current study through in depth interviews
that allow students to describe their experiences in their own words.
The model minority construct posits that Asian Americans are hard-working,
academically successful students who attend the most selective and prestigious colleges
and universities in the nation. This assumption has resulted in a significantly
understudied population, Asian Pacific American (APA) students at community colleges,
referred to by Lew, Chang, and Wang (2005) as ''the overlooked minority." Lew et al
reviewed the research on APA community college students which they describe as "quite
limited at this point" (p. 66). The authors discuss a study by Yang, Rendon, and Shearson
(1994) to develop a profile of Asian students (not including Pacific Islanders) at North
Carolina community colleges. Yang et al found that, although similar in demographic,
socioeconomic, and academic characteristics to the general student population, Asian
students differed in their educational goals. Asian students were more likely than their
non-Asian peers also enrolled in for-credit courses to intend to transfer to a four-year
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institution.
Lew et al (2005) report that studies show the demographics and characteristics of
APA students can vary widely from one community college to another, including the
proportion of APA students who are immigrants versus the proportion who are nativebom. Immigrant APA students, according to Lew et al, are less likely to have the social
capital necessary to navigate the higher education system and more likely to have the lack
of English proficiency as an educational barrier (p. 68). APA community college students
are an overlooked minority, the authors argue, because they are not thought to be
disadvantaged and underrepresented like other minority groups (Hagedorn, 2004) and are
therefore not targeted for programs and services they need. In addition, when APA
students are included in educational research, they are often grouped together without
regard to within-group ethnic distinctions. Lew et al make a compelling case for
clarifying the status of APA students by disaggregating data to demonstrate that segments
of the APA population "are very much in need of additional attention and services" (p.
78). They also recommend institutional studies of specific APA ethnic groups to
elucidate the characteristics of local populations.
The next section discusses research conducted with Sikh American students
specifically. It is followed by an overview of findings from all studies conducted with
Asian American students discussed in this literature review.
Studies of American Sikh students

Gibson's 1988 book Accommodation without Assimilation arguably represents the
most comprehensive examination of American Sikh students to date. From 1980 to 1982,
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Gibson conducted research funded by the National Institute of Education and
administered by the South Asian American Education Association with Punjabi Sikh high
school seniors and their parents in Valleyside, the author's pseudonym for the northern
California town known as Lakeview in the current study. Fieldwork was carried out by a
team of researchers, Punjabi and non-Punjabi, female and male, and insiders and
outsiders to the town. Data were collected for two core samples: (1.) all the 42 Punjabi
families with a child who was a senior at Valleyside High School in the fall of 1980,
representing a total of 45 students since three families had two children in twelfth grade;
and (2.) a random sample of 42 non-Hispanic, non-Punjabi families with a child in the
twelfth grade in the same time period.
The research methods employed by Gibson's team included formal and informal
interviews and participant observation. School performance data for all 231 Punjabi Sikh
attending V alleyside High School were also analysed. The two most significant factors
affecting achievement were identified as a student's age on entry to an English-medium
school and proficiency in English. The Sikh student's sex was a factor affecting both
general attitudes towards educational achievement and course selection. Nearly one-half
of Punjabi male students took three or four years of math and science in high school,
compared with only 13.6 percent of girls. There was no similar discrepancy among the
male and female non-Hispanic, non-Punjabi students. In the class of 1981, 80 percent of
Sikh female students and 74 percent of the male students entered college in the year
following graduation. All the females and all but three of the males enrolled in V alleyside
Community College. Some 50 percent of Sikh female students and 64 percent of male
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students completed A.A. degrees, however, Punjabi males were much more likely than
females to go on to earn Bachelor's degrees. Gibson found that Sikh parents expressed
concern that a highly-educated woman "could find it difficult to take up her proper role
within her future husband's family" (p. 112). The current study explores whether this
concept is expressed by Sikh students in 2016.
Gibson's extensive study (1988) identified several academic, social, and cultural
factors affecting Sikh high school seniors in V alleyside. Three barriers to Sikh student
achievement were noted. The first was racial prejudice at the school that included both
verbal and physical hostility, including an incident in which a White male student set a
Sikh girls' long hair on fire. The second barrier to success was limited English
proficiency. The ESL program was problematic both in terms of having teachers who
lacked specialized training for teaching non-English speakers and students with limitedEnglish proficiency, and materials at low reading levels inappropriate for high school
curriculum. Most the Sikh seniors interviewed rejected the idea of segregating nonEnglish-speaking students into separate classes until they had mastered English. The third
barrier was the pressure to conform to the majority-group's culture. Gibson states, "All
Punjabi students were faced with conflicting sets of expectations regarding appropriate
behaviour, one set applicable to their Punjabi world and the other to the world of school"

(p. 156). Sikh students, particularly girls, did not participate in class discussions. Female
Sikh students were uncomfortable in the coeducational setting (p. 157). Sikh culture, as
expressed by both students and parents, permits little interaction between teenage girls
and boys. Gibson found that most Sikh girls did talk to boys at school but not in front of
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their parents.
In a phenomenological study of 10 Sikh high school students in New York,
Chawla (2001) conducted four individual interviews and one group interview with six
students. Although Chawla indicated that students didn't believe they were facing
structural or institutional discrimination at school, they did report that other students
would sometimes make "racist remarks" about their hair or their clothing (p. 100).
Students expressed that they and their parents placed great importance on education.
Students felt pressure from their parents to earn high grades and transition into high
paying careers such as medicine and computer science. Gender differences were noted.
The girls did not report feeling as pressured to achieve high grades as the boys. Some of
the boys commented that in the Sikh culture, boys are expected to take care of aging
parents. A bi-modal language model was described by students. Students and their
parents valued English proficiency as a key to success, while speaking and studying
Punjabi were valued as important to maintain cultural identity.
Verma (2006) conducted an ethnographic study with Sikh families in a large
urban setting in the upper Midwest. All the families were recent (post-1995) immigrants
to the United States. As part of the study, individual in-depth interviews were conducted
with the twelve Sikh high school students from the study's families. Verma found that
"the public imagery of what a 'terrorist' is places the Sikh youth in jeopardy" (p. 96).
Male students wearing turbans reported being verbally and physically assaulted. Some
decided to cut their hair, giving up their turbans to blend in and to avoid racist taunting
and violent acts. For these students, cutting their long hair meant giving up a part of their
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identity. Uncut hair represents a source of pride in the Sikh culture. Although female
students fared somewhat better without the identifying trigger of wearing a turban, they
also reported being victims of discrimination, taunting, and racial slurs. For both female
and male students, the discrimination and animosity they experienced in a hostile school
environment led to their disengagement from school, resulting in frequent absences,
lowered grades, and abandoned college aspirations. The current study takes places in a
semi-rural area ofNorthern California a decade after Verma's research. This study will
ascertain how Lakeview students perceive their campus environment and whether they
report being victims of discrimination as did the students in Verma' s study.
Sandu and Nayar (2008) studied the effectiveness of a course on the Sikh diaspora
in enhancing the first-year experience of Punjabi Sikh students at a university in
Vancouver, British Columbia. The three-unit lower division sociology course examined:
social theory related to global migration, diaspora formation and social adaptation; the
social history of Sikhs in Canada; and major social issues encountered by immigrant
Sikhs personally and at the community level. Evaluation questionnaires were collected
from a total of 82 students (75 Punjabi Sikhs and 7 non-Punjabi Sikhs) in the course over
three semesters. The questionnaire included both rating scale and open-ended questions.
The authors' analysis revealed that the course positively affected in students in three
areas: providing an enhanced classroom experience; cultural validation; and career
relevancy. Student respondents reported they put more effort into sharpening their
analytic and writing skills and participated more in the classroom because the
assignments and discussions were salient to their own experiences. The authors noted that
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non-Sikh students in the Sikh diaspora course also expressed favorable responses. NonSikh students indicated they benefitted from the course by gaining a better understanding
of the Punjabi Sikh community and a different perspective on immigrants in Canada.
Charbonneau (2011) focused on the impact of the religion of Sikhism on the
public education of Sikh high school students attending Livingston High School, located
in the Central Valley in California. Six Sikh students were interview and 52 were
surveyed. Students faced challenges due to "uniqueness" of being Sikh. The requirement
of Kesh (uncut hair) was problematic for both males and females, particularly in physical
education classes. Being required to participate in swimming meant that male students
had to spend the school day with wet hair. Female students faced the additional problem
of swimsuits and gym short exposing their unshaven armpits and legs. As Charbonneau
notes, the observance of Kesh resulted in social challenges including mean remarks from
other students. Gender differences in parental treatment emerged, with males given more
freedom than females to participate in social activities, such as going out with their
friends. Overall, the students expressed the tension ofbiculturalism. Charbonneau states
(p. 100):
The Sikh students interviewed exist in a profound level of psychological and
cultural ambivalence. For example, they very much seek to avoid drawing attention to
themselves or being seen as different from non-Sikhs. Nevertheless, they also embrace
their identity as Sikhs (to differing degrees) and see their uniqueness as a source of pride.

Theoretical Framework
Model Minority Theory and Critical Race Theory/AsianCrit are the lenses
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through which the current study will examine Sikh students' perceptions of their
community college experiences and the ways in which the community college is or is not
meeting their needs. Previous studies applying these theories to the educational
experiences of Asian American students are discussed below.
Model Minority Theory

Sikh Americans, along with other Indian Americans, are placed in the Asian
category in educational research. Included under the Asian American umbrella are
individuals having origins in any of the original peoples of the Far East, Southeast Asia,
or the Indian subcontinent, including, for example, Cambodia, China, India, Japan,
Korea, Malaysia, Pakistan, the Philippine Islands, Thailand, and Vietnam (U.S. Census
Bureau, 2016a). Educational research scholars use a variety of terms and acronyms to
represent Asian Americans, including Asian Pacific American (APA) and Asian
American and Pacific Islander (AAPI). (Hune & Chan, 1997).
The model minority construct posits that Asian Americans are hard-working,
academically successful students who attend the most selective and prestigious colleges
and universities in the nation. Underlying the theory is the implication that other ethnic
and racial minorities do not succeed due to a lack of effort and persistence. The model
minority construct has been disputed by theorists who point out the wide range of
ethnicities, many of whom do not experience academic success, represented under the
Asian American umbrella (Lee, 2009; Ng, Lee, & Pak, 2007; Ngo & Lee, S. J., 2007;
Suzuki, 1995; Teranishi & Pazich, 2013; Weinberg, 1997). Studies disputing the Model
Minority Theory include those that report wide variations among AAPI ethnicities in
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college graduations rates (Lui, 2013), performance on standardized tests (Pang, Han, and
Pang, 2011), and post-secondary education plans (Teranishi, 2002a). Asian students at
the Midwestern University setting for Lui' s 2013 study experienced lower graduation
rates than the overall rates for the institution. Lui noted that the college's Asian student
population consisted predominately of Laotian, Vietnamese, and Hmong Americans,
groups identified as having similar achievement rates as Blacks and Latinos by the
National Commission on Asian American and Pacific Islander Research in Education
(2011) and the Office of Asian and Pacific Islanders Affairs (2012) (p. 212).
To test the theoretical construct of the model minority, Pang, Han, and Pang
(2011) compared the academic performance of 13 ethnic groups of Asian American and
Pacific Islander (AAPI) seventh grade students on the California Achievement Test from
2003 through 2008. Scores for each of the 13 AAPI groups were compared with each
other and with the scores of their White peers. A total of 1,025,205 California seventhgrade students were tested in reading and math. There were numerous statistically
significant differences in reading and math scores among the 13 AAPI groups. Reading
scores ranged from a high for Japanese and Chinese students to a low for Samoan
students. Similarly, in math, scores ranged from a high for Chinese students to a low for
Samoan students. White American students' scores in reading and math were in the
middle of ranges for the scores of the 13 AAPI ethnic groups. This study challenges
the model minority construct by demonstrating the wide variation in achievement among
the various ethnic groups under the AAPI umbrella. The authors argue that aggregating
this wide variety of ethnicities impedes educational equity by concealing the statistically
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significant achievement differences among various AAPI ethnic groups.
Comparing the postsecondary plans of Chinese and Filipino high school students,
Teranishi (2002a) found that nearly all the Chinese American students planned to
directly enter and graduate from a four-year institution and many planned to pursue
advanced degrees. Although some Filipino students were interested in public institutions
such as the Universities of California, the California State Universities, and community
colleges, others mentioned private vocational schools in auto mechanics, computers, or
culinary schools. One-third of the Filipino American students indicated that they would
likely pursue only "some college" (p. 148). In their critical review of literature on Asian
Americans in education, Ng, Lee, and Pak (2007) contest the model minority and
perpetual stranger stereotypes. The authors review research on Asian American students
as a model minority and as perpetu~ strangers in K-12 (Lei, 1998) and in higher
education (S. S. Lee, 2006; Suzuki, 2002). They state that studies which presume Asian
American academic achievement (e.g., Pearce, 2006; Zhou, 2000) fail to acknowledge
the Asian American ethnic groups whose academic performances fall below the norm
(Hune & Chan, 1997). Ng et al conclude that the "highly political and manufactured"
representation of Asian Americans students as a model minority results in a lack of
understanding of their educational needs by ignoring the diversity of experiences of
ethnic groups within the Asian aggregate.
Sleeter states "[T]he model minority image authorizes flat denial of racism and
structures of racial dominance, and silences those who are not economically successful"
(in Lee, 2009, p. ix). Some scholars assert that the model minority theory in educational
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research perpetuates "White, middle-class, hegemonic notions of merit" while it
dismisses ''the educational disparities and overall educational experiences of Asian
Americans" (Buenavista, Jayakumar, and Misa-Escalante, 2009, p. 73). Others note that
the concept of American Asians as a model minority serves to separate them from the
mainstream and cast them as perpetual foreigners and outsiders (Mahalingam, 2012; Ng
et al, 2007; Tuan, 1999). Chou and Fagin (2015) argue that the "use of Asian Americans
as a measuring stick for other Americans of color is highly divisive, for it pits groups of
color against each other, as well as isolates Asian Americans from White Americans" (p.
19). The combination of the model minority and perpetual stranger concepts puts Asian
Americans in a vulnerable racial position, in which they are ostracized from the White
majority and locked in racial tensions with other minorities, primarily African Americans
(Lee, 1998; S.S. Lee, 2006; Ng et al, 2007).

It has been extensively argued that the Model Minority Theory, in aggregating the
wide variety of Asian ethnicities, impedes educational equity by concealing the
significant achievement differences among various AAPI ethnic groups (Lee, 2009; Ng,
Lee, & Pak, 2007; Ngo & Lee, S. J., 2007; Pang, Han, and Pang, 2011; Suzuki, 1995;
Teranishi & Pazich, 2013; Weinberg, 1997). The current study will explore the extent to
which the experiences of Lakeview' s Sikh American students reflect or conflict with the
Model Minority Theory. Students' perceptions of whether they are assumed to be model
minority members and, if so, how this affects their academic progress will be discussed in
the study's findings.
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Critical Race Theory/AsianCrit

Critical Race Theory (CRT) has its origins in the Critical Legal Studies, which
examines how the law reproduces and normalizes racism in society (Delgado, Stefancic
& Liendo, 2012; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Parker & Lynn, 2002; Teranishi,
Behringer, Grey & Parker, 2009). Delgado, Stefancic, and Liendo (2012) discuss five
propositions on which Critical Race Theory is based. The first is that racism is not an
aberration; racism is normal in our society. It is the way our society does business and
educates our students. The system of "White-over-color" (Delgado et al, p. 7) is
embedded so deeply that it is virtually invisible. Lopez (2003) explains that racism is so
ingrained in our organizations, practices, and structures that it is part of our everyday
reality. The second proposition of CRT proffered by Delgado et al is interest

convergence, the concept that Whites will tolerate and advance the interests of minorities
only when it benefits the self-interest of Whites. Delgado et al point out that "Because
racism advances the interests of both White elites (materially) and working-class
Caucasians (psychically), large segments of society have little incentive to eradicate it"
(p. 8). As an example of interest convergence, Lopez (2003) argues that the
advancements of the Civil Rights era occurred because the Supreme Court and other
courts were responding to White fears of an African-American uprising and because
relations with our overseas allies were being hurt by racist practices in the United States.
The third premise of CRT discussed by Delgado et al is that race and races are
social constructions corresponding to no biological or genetic reality. The physical traits
such as skin color shared by people with common origins constitute an extremely small
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portion of their genetic makeup compared with those traits all humans share. Critical
writers in law and in the social sciences also point out that the dominant society racializes
different minority groups at different times, depending on labor needs or political
conflicts. The treatment of Japanese Americans during World War II is one example, as
is the present-day wave of anti-Muslim sentiment and behavior (Delgado et al.)
The notion of intersectionality and antiessentialism is the fourth proposition
underlying CRT. Every person has many characteristics. Gender, sexual preference, age,
education, political views, socioeconomic status and so forth intersect with "race" to
create unique human beings. As Delgado et al (2012) observe, every person has
overlapping and potentially conflicting aspects to her identity. Antiessentialism rejects
the notion that one essential characteristic describes all members of a group; i.e., it rejects
stereotyping.
The fifth premise, the importance of the "voice-of-color," may seem at first
glance to conflict with the concept of antiessentialism. However, because the concept of
"voice-of-color" focuses on lived experiences and not traits, the two concepts are not
conflicting. It posits that "because of their different histories and experiences with
oppression, American Indian, black, Asian, and Latino/a writers and thinkers may be able
to communicate to their White counterparts, matters that the Whites are unlikely to know.
Minority status, in other words, brings with it a presumed competence to speak about race
and racism" (Delgado et al, p. 10). Lopez (2003) agrees that CRT particularly values the
stories told by people of color. The author notes that CRT scholars contrast reality as seen
by the dominant culture and the racial reality that has been filtered out, suppressed, and
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censored. They argue that counter-stories of reality as told by people of color are ignored
because they do not fit the dominant culture's version of reality. The current study
focuses on the perceptions of Sikh students of their academic, cultural, and social
experiences as the students express them. The study data consists of students' narratives
of their own version of reality.
Lopez (2003) draws attention to the lack of conversation about race in schools
and calls for scholars in the politics of education to apply Critical Race Theory (CRT) to
public schools. He argues that racism functions at a level that is invisible to most people.
Foundational to making advances in dealing with the problem of racism, according to
Lopez, is to recognize it within ourselves and within the field of education. In their
seminal 1995 article, Ladson-Billings and Tate also make the case for the application of
Critical Race Theory to the field of education. The authors base their discussion of social
inequity, and educational inequity specifically, on three propositions: race is a significant
factor in social inequity in the United States; that U.S. society is based on property rights,
not human rights; and the "intersection of race and property creates an analytic tool
through which we can understand social (and, consequently, school) inequity" (p.48).
The:r argue that, although race has been used as a tool in studying social inequity, it
remains untheorized and therefore has not been systematically used to examine
educational inequality. To explain the notion that U.S. society is based on property
rights, Ladson-Billings and Tate discuss the implications of a democratic form of
government built on a capitalist economy. Although civil rights are protected under a
democracy, the structure of a capitalist economy results in an unequal distribution of
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property. The best schools and the best education are available to those with the "best"
property (i.e. the most successful capitalists - Whites), not to those on the lower
economic rungs (i.e. minorities). At the intersection of race and property, the authors
argue, institutional and structural racism perpetuate a cycle of poor educational outcomes
and low economic status. They propose the use of Critical Race Theory to expose
educational inequity, explaining that CRT's focus on the narratives of the oppressed has
several benefits:
•

Most of reality is socially constructed and narratives provide a way to
communicate social realities.

•

Communicating their stories provides a "vehicle for psychic self-preservation"
(p.57).

•

The exchange of stories between the oppressed and the oppressor combats
ethnocentrism and the uncritical conviction that things can only be viewed one
way.
In a case study of five working class/poor Korean American high school students

in New York, Chai (2013) employed AsianCrit to reveal how the intersection of ethnicity
and low socioeconomic status affected academic progress and outcomes. Although
students in the study spoke of the importance of education for future success, they
indicated that they were disaffected with high school. They did not view their classes as
relevant or useful to their lives. Language issues included difficulty with teachers who
spoke too quickly to be understood and who were impatient with English learners. Low
income status meant that they would not be attending private colleges or universities, so
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students reasoned that earning high grades was not important. The students reported that
they often cheated on tests or copied other students' homework assignments. They felt
justified because they were expected to be as proficient in English as native English
speakers. Microaggressions were common, such as an incident in which a teacher stopped
students who were speaking Korean in the hallways and told them to speak English.
Assalone and Fann (2016) employed a Critical Race Theory/AsianCrit lens to
explore the effects of the Model Minority Theory on Asian American community college
students in Texas. In-depth individual interviews were conducted with a purposeful
sample of 28 Asian American students. The study' s findings suggested that many Asian
American community college students "experience racial microaggressions related to
model minority stereotypes that they perceived their peers and instructors to have held"
(p. 1). Some students report that instructors and other students assumed they were
attending community college rather than a four-year institution to correct a deficit, such
as inadequate English language skills. Other students reported that they were expected to
have superior math skills and their non-Asian peers questioned their inability to
help them with difficult problems.
Teranishi (2002a) used CRT/AsianCrit in examining the racial climate at four
California public high schools, two with large populations of Chinese American students
and two with large populations of Filipino American students. The study investigated
how the ethnic and racial experiences of Chinese American and Filipino American
students affected their educational processes and their postsecondary opportunities and
planning. In-depth interviews were conducted with forty students from each of the four
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schools, for a total of 80 Chinese American and 80 Filipino American student
participants. All students were in their senior year of high school. Selected based on their
GPA, most were from the top five to ten percent of their class.
The study' s findings show that postsecondary plans varied between Chinese and
Filipino students. Teranishi (2002a) found that nearly all the Chinese American students
planned to directly enter and graduate from a four-year institution and many planned to
pursue advanced degrees. The Filipino students were more wide ranging in their
postsecondary aspirations. Although some were interested in public institutions such as
the Universities of California, the California State Universities, and community colleges,
others mentioned private vocational schools in auto mechanics, computers, or culinary
schools. One-third of the Filipino American students indicated that they would likely
pursue only "some college" (p. 148).
Analysis of transcripts revealed that different racial and ethnic social climates for
Chinese and Filipino Americans students affected students academically. Chinese
American students reported that teachers and advisors expected them to succeed,
selecting them for AP courses, providing them with information about postsecondary
options, and assisting them with the application process. In contrast, Filipino American
students felt that they were stereotyped as failures or gang members. Many reported
being unfairly placed in vocational courses, being urged to attend community college, or
being regarded as "academically unqualified" to attend college (p. 149). Teranishi's study
(2002a) provides compelling evidence for the disaggregation of Asian Pacific American
data by ethnicity. The divergent experiences of Chinese and Filipino American high
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school student were striking. Using Critical Race Theory to examine student experiences
revealed a significant area of need for academic counseling for Filipino students. The
effect of Lakeview College's social climate on Sikh students' plans for higher
educational attainment will be examined in the current study.
Asian.Crit is an appropriate theoretical framework within which to examine the
Sikh American community college experience because it is concerned with revealing
nativistic racism. (Lopez, 2003). AsianCrit, like all versions of Critical Race Theory,
values the voices of students of color. Sikh American student participants will express
their perception of academic, cultural, and social factors affecting their community
college experiences through in depth interviews designed as conversational dialogues.
The few academic studies conducted with Sikh American students (Chawla, 2001;
Gibson, 1988; Verma, 2006) revealed discrimination and bullying directed at Sikh high
school students. Student participants in the current study will describe their social
encounters and perceptions of campus climate through their own stories. Using an
AsianCrit lens requires examining students' perceptions of structural barriers such as a
lack of support for English learner Sikh American students, as well as any other academic
challenges they perceive.
Conclusion
Educational studies of Asian American Pacific Islander students have yielded
these major findings:
•

The Model Majority Theory is more myth than reality for many Asian American
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ethnicities. Numerous studies have shown wide variation in academic
performance and outcomes for ethnicities grouped under the Asian American
umbrella (Lee, 2009; Liu 2013; Ng, Lee, & Pak, 2007; Ngo & Lee, S. J., 2007;
Suzuki, 1995; Teranishi & Pazich, 2013; Weinberg, 1997).
•

Institutional policies and practices that incorporate the Model Minority Theory
may result in the failure to meet the academic and counseling needs of the Asian
American ethnic groups whose academic performances fall below the norm (Hune

& Chan, 1997; Suzuki, 1995; Teranishi, Behringer, Grey, & Parker, 2009;
Weinberg, 1997).
•

Students of Asian American ethnicities at all grade levels, including postsecondary, express a sense of invisibility related to a perceived lack of awareness
of and attention to their academic needs and their cultural identities (Asher, 2008;
Buenavista, Jayakumar, and Misa-Escalante; 2009; Suzuki, 1995).

•

Asian American students must negotiate a balance between their culture and the
dominant culture of educational institutions where they may encounter practices,
language, and social norms which differ from their own (Ancis, Sedlacek, &
Mohr, 2000; Bosher, 1997; Chawla, B., 2001).

•

Asian American students report experiencing implicit and explicit bias and being
subjected to discrimination by some teachers and counselors and to verbal insults

and aggressive behavior by other students (Assalone & Fann, 2016; Buenavista,
2010; Gibson, 1988; Lui, 2013; Teranishi, 2000a; Verma, 2006).
•

English language proficiency, immigrant or native born status, socioeconomic
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status, and cultural norms (e.g., regarding gender roles) are factors that studies
have identified as impacting the academic success and educational aspirations of
Asian American students (Buenavista, 2010; Gibson, 1988; Lew et al 2005).
The current study builds on this foundation of previous research among Asian American
students by examining the academic, cultural, and social experiences of Sikh American
community college students. AsianCrit and Model Minority Theory comprise the lenses
through which Sikh American students' perceptions and experiences are viewed.
Students' perceptions concerning the impact of factors such as English language
proficiency and adequacy of support services on their academic progress and success
were determined. Sikh American students shared their impressions of cultural stressors,
such as differences between family and school behavioral norms and expectations
regarding gender roles or educational aspirations. Social factors including acceptance or
lack of acceptance by non-Sikh students were discussed in the interviews. The extent to
which Sikh students at the college level experience the bullying reported in previous
studies of Asian American students was explored. Viewing students' accounts through
the lenses of Model Minority Theory and Critical Race Theory/AsianCrit served to
expose underlying discriminatory structural barriers to success faced by these Sikh
American college students.
In addition to the findings from previous literature, additional factors which could
be found among Sikh students include feelings of isolation, both as individuals and as
members of an ethnic minority. Students may report feeling isolated by institutional
practices such as the structure of English learner classes which separate them from other
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students and stigmatize them as needing "remediation." In describing their experiences
negotiating between two cultures, some student participants perceived that they are
walking a tightrope, where slipping off and behaving counter to either culture's norms
results in unwanted consequences. There are gender norms in the Sikh culture that were
also emergent in the interviews. Sikh males are generally allowed more freedom to
pursue social activities than females. The following chapter discusses the research
approach employed in the current study. It describes the phenomenological approach,
reiterates the research questions, and provides details concerning sampling, data
collection, and analysis. Also discussed are the role of the researcher and prqvisions to
protect participant confidentiality.
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Chapter 3
METHODOLOGY
Introduction
The purpose of this study was to critically examine Sikh American students'
perceptions of their academic, cultural, and social experiences at a Northern California
community college to identify factors that promote or inhibit their academic success. A
qualitative research approach, phenomenology, was employed. The Model Minority
Theory and AsianCrit, a form of Critical Race Theory (CRT), are the lenses through
which Sikh American students' experiences were viewed and interpreted. The Model
Minority Theory posits that Asian American students are successful due to cultural values
of hard work and persistence and to an aptitude for math and science. AsianCrit
emphasizes and critiques nativistic racism associated with the concept of the model
minority, immigration and naturalization, and language issues that relate to Asian
Americans (Bartlett and Brayboy, 2005). CRT/AsianCrit particularly values the voices of
people of color, with narrative accounts and testimonies viewed as key sources of data
(Solorzano & Yosso, 2002). As noted by Teranishi et al (2009, p. 59), "Qualitative
scholars use CRT to highlight individual experiences and the voices through which these
experiences are told by providing thick descriptions of students' stories related to campus
environments and college experiences (Patton, 2006; Solorzano, Ceja, and Yosso,
2000)." The current study was committed to the centering of Sikh American community
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college student voices of in their telling of how they negotiate between the cultural,
social, and academic aspects of their lives.
Research Design
A qualitative research design was employed to accommodate the complexity of
the study' s focus, understanding the perceptions of Sikh American students concerning
their community college experiences. Qualitative research attempts to identify and
interpret the meanings that people ascribe to their experiences to make sense of their lives
and those experiences (Merriam, 2009). Merriam notes that a central characteristic of
qualitative research is constructivism - the idea that individuals construct reality in
interaction with their social world. Museus and Vue (2013) advocate a qualitative
approach to studying the factors influencing college access among disaggregated AAPI
student groups. The current study employs a phenomenological approach to identify
factors that promote or inhibit the success of Sikh American community college students
in reaching their academic goals. Phenomenology is a qualitative method that focuses on
the conscious experience of the person (Giorgi, 1997; Littlejohn and Foss, 2005). Giorgi
states that phenomenology is a powerful tool "not only because of its rigorous descriptive
approach but also because it offers a method for accessing the difficult phenomena of
human experience" (para. 10). Individual in-depth, face-to-face interviews will be
conducted with Sikh American students to understand their perspectives on their
community college experiences and to identify any additional steps that educational
leaders can take to promote their success.
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Role of the Researcher
In qualitative research, the researcher is the "primary instrument for data

collection and analysis" (Merriam, 2009, p. 15). There are numerous benefits to this role.
The researcher is in the presence of the participant, so that the researcher can be
immediately responsive and adaptive, and can take note of nonverbal communication.
The researcher can follow up on the participant's responses to ask for clarification or
examples. If the participant mentions a relevant factor that is not included on the
protocol, the researcher can explore that factor. In the analysis of interview transcripts,
the researcher has the benefit of having personally experienced
the interview and taken the field notes, facilitating their interpretation.
Having the researcher as the primary instrument for data analysis and collection
also means that the researcher's personal background, interests, and biases must be
considered. The researcher in the current study monitored these subjectivities to
determine how they might be influencing the data collection and analysis. During the
course of this study, the researcher was sensitive to this influence and consulted
colleagues both inside and outside of the Punjabi community for their feedback. The
phenomenological approach requires researchers to disclose and set aside their own
experiences. The researcher in the current study has taught at Lakeview College for four
years. Many of the classes have included Sikh students. The researcher's familiarity with
Sikh students facilitated the research process, yet care was taken to bracket previous
impressions so that the current research was not unduly influenced by prior experiences.
The cultural mismatch between the interviewer and the student participants is of
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specific interest. Merriam (2009) states that there are "pluses and minuses involved in
any combination of interviewer and respondent" (p. 108). The author urges that the
interviewer recognize the complexity of the interaction and maintain a "nonjudgmental,
sensitive, and respectful" stance towards the respondent (p. 109). In discussing the factor
of a demographic match between interviewer and respondent, Seidman (1991) points out
that "interviewing requires interviewers to have enough distance to enable them to ask
real questions and to explore, not to share, assumptions" (p. 77). The researcher's
experience was that student participants sought to explain concepts to him as a non-Sikh
that they might have assumed a Sikh researcher would know, providing a potentially
richer dialog.
Research Questions
The research questions to be addressed in this study are:
RQ 1. What do Sikh students perceive to be the academic factors affecting their
progress and success in community college?
RQ 2. What do Sikh students perceive to be the cultural factors affecting their
progress and success in community college?
RQ 3. What do Sikh students perceive to be the social factors affecting their
progress and success in community college?
Setting, Population and Sample
This study takes place at Lakeview College, one of the oldest community colleges
in California. Enrollment at Lakeview for 2015-2016 totaled 10,088 students. The college
draws its students from largely rural areas with local economies dependent on agriculture
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and related services. The town of Lakeview has a population of 66,941 (U.S. Census
Bureau, 2016b). Its residents are less likely than Californians overall to have a bachelor's
degree or higher (statewide 31.0 percent, Lakeview 18.9 percent). The area is ethnically
and culturally diverse, including the largest Sikh community in the United States (News
East West, 2012; Sikhs in American, 2016). According to the U.S. 2010 Census, 17.2
percent ofLakeview's population is Asian, compared with 13.0 percent statewide.
The current study employed a purposeful sample of twelve Sikh community
college students who were interviewed in individual, in-depth, face-to-face interviews
lasting approximately ninety minutes. Participants included students of both genders.
Purposeful sampling is utilized in qualitative research to provide a sample of
"information-rich" (Patton, 2002) respondents, those with the most knowledge relative to
the study' s objectives. The current study used purposeful sampling to recruit twelve
Punjabi Sikh American students from Lakeview College who met the study's criteria:
•

Currently enrolled at Lakeview College

•

Self-identify as Punjabi Sikh

•

Are 18 years of age or older.

Merriam (2009) identifies the most common form of purposeful sampling as an approach
known variously as snowball, chain, or network sampling. Snowball sampling was
employed in this study. Initially, three Lakeview College faculty members were asked to
forward an email provided by the researcher to their students. The email briefly
explained the study' s purpose and participation criteria, invited those who met the criteria
to participate, and provided the researcher's contact information. Those who agreed to be
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interviewed were asked to recommend other students meeting the criteria.

Data Collection and Instrumentation
In this phenomenological study, data were drawn from individual, in-depth, faceto-face interviews. Interviews of approximately ninety minutes in length were conducted
by the researcher in a classroom on the Lakeview campus. Open-ended questions
permitted respondents to describe their experiences and perceptions in detail and in their
own words. The interview protocol was designed to address the research questions
concerning the academic, cultural, and social factors affecting Sikh students' progress
and success in community college and any discrimination or bullying students have
encountered. The protocol established a conversational format, allowing the researcher to
follow up on responses and pursue topics that emerged in the respondent's narrative.
Interviews were audio recorded and verbatim transcripts typed for analysis. The
researcher produced field notes, recording relevant observations concerning the
participant, setting, and other aspects of the interview.
There is the potential for student participants, being asked to self-disclose on a
sensitive subject, to give socially desirable responses designed to enhance the
interviewer's impression of them (DeMaio, 1984). The researcher/interviewer addressed
this in several ways. Respondents were informed of the study' s purpose and encouraged
to feel that their frank responses were valued. Student participants assumed a pseudonym
for the purposes of the study. The procedures for protecting their privacy and responses
were explained. Lastly, the interviewer maintained a nonjudgmental, sensitive, and
respectful stance and attempted to establish an environment of trust with the respondent.
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Student responses shown in the next chapter indicate that participants were comfortable
in describing their experiences, regardless of whether these experiences reflected
positively on them.
Data Analysis
The transcripts together with field notes were first examined using the open
coding process (Merriam, 2009). The researcher read through the first transcript and field
notes, making notes in the transcript's margin of meaningful words, phrases or concepts
related to the research questions. These marginal notations (codes) were then be
reexamined and those that seem to go together were grouped and given a category name.
A list of categories and codes within the categories was produced for the transcript.
Merriam notes that this process of grouping open codes is sometimes called "axial
coding" or "analytic coding" (p. 180). The researcher then moved on to the next
transcript, following the same procedures. Comparing the list of categories from the first
two transcripts, the researcher merged them into a master list representing both sets of
data. This analytic approach was repeated for all transcripts and field notes. The ongoing
process involved working back and forth between new and already examined data,
combining like comments and renaming categories to better reflect data.
When all data had been examined, the researcher constructed a tentative set of
categories or potential themes and sorted all data into the categories. A file folder was
created for each category. Each unit of data coded into a category was cut and put in the
appropriate folder, along with identification including the respondent's pseudonym and
the line numbers of the excerpt (p. 182). The categories were then refined until all data
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had been processed and themes had been identified. Saldana (2013) explains that a theme
is an "extended phrase or sentence that identifies what a unit of data is about and/or what
it means" (p. 175). Merriam (2009, p.186) states that as well as being responsive to the
research questions, themes must be as sensitive to the data as possible and exhaustive
enough to include all relevant data. Presentation of the study' s findings in the following
chapter will include a description of the themes and a discussion of how they answer the
research questions.
Credibility of the Data

Merriam (2009) explains that since qualitative inquiry rests on the assumption of
the social construction of reality rather than some discoverable fixed reality, some
scholars prefer to conceptualize validity in terms of credibility, i.e., the data are depicted
in such detail as to show that the researcher's conclusions "make sense" to the reader (p.
210). One strategy for ensuring internal validity in the current study is known as
"member checks" or "respondent validation" (Merriam, p. 216). Feedback was solicited
from interview participants on interpretations and emergent findings. According to
Merriam, respondents should be able to recognize their experiences in the interpretations
and suggest fine-tuning if necessary to better present their perspectives Creswell (2014)
recommends "peer debriefing," in which a peer reviews and asks questions about the
study, to add validity to an account (p. 202). Feedback was obtained from two peer
instructors at Lakeview College and from a Sikh community leader, a retired high school
teacher. These individuals also reviewed some of the raw data and the findings based on
the data for plausibility (Merriam, p. 22).
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External validity refers to the extent to which findings from the current study may
apply to other settings. Statistical generalizability from a random sample to a population
does not occur in qualitative research. Merriam posits that the reader or user of the
qualitative findings decides whether a study' s finding might apply in another context.
The author argues that the researcher has the responsibility to provide sufficiently
detailed, thick description of the study' s context to allow readers to compare the "fit"
with their own particular situation (p. 226). The current study employs the techniques of
respondent validation, thick description, and peer debriefing to address questions of the
study's validity.
Protection of Participants
Student participants were assured that their participation was completely
voluntary and that they could terminate the interview and withdraw from the study at any
time with no consequences. They were also informed that their responses would be
anonymous. Before the interview began, the student participant was asked to select a
pseudoi:i.ym. The consent form signed by the student is kept separate from the student's
audiotape, transcript and demographic questionnaire. All materials continue to be kept in
a locked filing cabinet at the researcher's residence, to be destroyed after three years.
Audio recordings will be erased after they are transcribed.
The following chapter presents the findings from this study. Themes are
discussed which emerge from Sikh students' responses and illustrative student
commentary is presented. The findings are organized by the research question they
address.
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Chapter4

FINDINGS
Overview of the Study
This study examines the academic, cultural, and social factors affecting the
progress and success of Sikh students attending Lakeview College, a community college
located in a semi-rural area in northern California. Model Minority Theory (Ng, Lee, &
Pak, 2007; Ngo & Lee, 2007; Suzuki, 1995; Teranishi & Pazich, 2013) and AsianCrit, a
variant of Critical Race Theory (Delgado, Stefancic & Liendo, 2012; Ladson-Billings &
Tate, 1995), serve as the theoretical lenses through which the study examines Sikh
students' perceptions of their community college experiences and the ways in which the
community college is or is not meeting their needs.
Phenomenology (Creswell, 2014; Merriam, 2009), a qualitative research
approach, is employed as the research design. The phenomenological qualitative
approach studies "lived experience" (Van Manen, 1990, p. 9) to examine how individuals
construct meaning from their everyday lives (Merriam, 2009). In-depth interviews with
open-ended questions allow student participants to tell their own stories of how they
experience community college. Individual, face-to-face interviews, averaging ninety
minutes in length, were conducted with a purposeful sample of twelve Sikh students
attending Lakeview College. Interviews were audio-recorded and verbatim transcripts
were typed along with the researcher's field notes. Transcripts and field notes were
initially examined using open coding. (Merriam, 2009). Axial coding using a reiterative
process yielded a set of categories which were then refined and analyzed to identify
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themes related to the study' s research questions. The research questions posed in this
study were:
RQ 1. What do Sikh students perceive to be the academic factors affecting their
progress and success in community college?
RQ 2. What do Sikh students perceive to be the cultural factors affecting their
progress and success in community college?
RQ 3. What do Sikh students perceive to be the social factors affecting their
progress and success in community college?
The findings discussed below are organized by the research question to which they most
closely pertain, bearing in mind that academic, cultural, and social factors are interrelated
and interactive. For example, students alter cultural practices such as wearing a turban for
social reasons such as to "fit in" and to avoid microaggressions.
The credibility of this study' s data and findings was established through
respondent validation (Merriam, 2009) and peer reviews (Creswell, 2014). Feedback was
also obtained from a Sikh community leader, a retired high school teacher who had
participated in an earlier study with Sikh students (Gibson, 1988).
Composition of the Sample
A purposeful sample of twelve Sikh students was selected using snowball
sampling and subsequently interviewed during November and December of 2016. All
students met the following criteria:
•

Are currently enrolled at Lakeview College

•

Self-identify as Punjabi Sikh
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•

Are 18 years of age or older

The sample includes six female and six male students, ranging in age from 18 to 21 years.
All are full-time students, talcing 12 or more units per semester. The table below shows
the academic status of each student. Three students earned units for college courses taken
while they were in high school.
Table 1.
Academic Status ofSikh Student Participants
Semesters
Completed
Jerry
Kaur
Mara
Crystal
Harvey
Nick
Ray
Patty
Keira
Jasmine
Singh
Ajay

1
3
3
1
3
3
3
1
1
3

1
2

Units
Completed

15
35
46
21 (9)
42
39
42
12
18 (3)
45
39 (24)
27

Employed
Hours/Wk.

15-20
0
0
0
12
12
0
0
0
0
0

15-20

Note: Numbers in parentheses indicate how many units of
the total shown were earned in high school.

All but one, the student referred to as Nick, were born in the United States. Four of the
six male students work part-time. None of the female students are employed, although
one volunteers at a local hospital. All the Sikh student participants wear Westem-collegestudent style clothing and none of the males wears a turban at school. A brief description
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of each student, identified by a pseudonym, appears below:
Student #1. Jerry is a self-confident and outgoing 19-year-old biology major who plans
to transfer to a four-year institution. He works 15 to 20 hours per week in a movie
theater.
Student #2. Kaur, 19 years of age, intends to become a nurse-practitioner. She would
have preferred to go straight from high school to a four-year school but her
parents wanted her closer to home for at least her first two years of higher
education due to a health concern. She wore a U.C. Berkeley sweatshirt to the
interview.
Student #3. Mara is also 19 years of age and plans to transfer to U.C. San Diego or U.C.
Davis to begin in the fall 2017 semester. A biology major, she plans to become a
physician and currently volunteers at a local hospital.
Student #4. Crystal, 18 years old, is pursuing an A.S. degree in Business Administration.
Her goal is a career in accounting and finance. She does not appear to be highly
motivated, saying, for example: "I always pick the easy teachers." She wears
more makeup than the other female student participants and speaks in a
"valley girl" dialect, using the verbal fillers "you know" and "like."
Student #5. Harvey is a 20-year-old male business major whose educational goal is to
transfer to a four-year institution. He says he would like to "step up" his academic
performance and earn more A's. He works twelve hours a week at a fast-food
restaurant.
Student #6. Nick, 21 years old, was born in India. He was ten years old when his family
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immigrated to the United States. He wants to earn an A.A. degree in
Communication and transfer to Sacramento State or Chico State. Nick is friendly,
out-going, and speaks rapidly in a somewhat animated manner. He sometimes
uses awkward phrasing, e.g., "I took math 52 and I passed it my own self." Nick
works 12 hours a week as a pizza delivery driver.
Student #7. Ray, 19 years of age, intends to transfer to a four-year institution with a
major in engineering. He is one of two male students in the sample who do not
work part-time.
Student #8. Patty is 18 years old and has just completed her first semester at Lakeview
College. She is the only student participant with visible piercings - a ring in her
left nostril and multiple ear piercings. Patty is majoring in Business
Administration but her real desire is to be a make-up artist on YouTube with a
vlog about cosmetics.
Student #9. Keira is 18 years old and has just completed her first semester. She wants to
major in political science after transferring to a four-year institution. Her career
ambition is to become an attorney. She is well-spoken and has a confident
demeanor.
Student #10. Jasmine is 19 years old and in her third semester at Lakeview. She plans to
transfer to Chico State, major in Accounting and become a Certified Public
Account. She has long hair and wears the traditional Kara bracelet.
Student # 11. Singh, 19 years old, is completing his first semester and reports he is doing
very well academically. He has taken two classes per semester at Lakeview since
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his junior year in high school. He plans to transfer to U.C. Davis and eventually
work as a physician's assistant.
Student #12. Ajay is a 19-year-old business major. His academic goal is to transfer to one
of the U.C. campuses, preferably U.C. Davis. He works from 15 to 20 hours per
week in his parents' retail business.

Academic Factors Affecting Sikh College Students' Progress and Success
The first research question was: "What do Sikh students perceive to be the
academic factors affecting their progress and success in community college?" To address
this question, participants were asked to talk about their impressions of their academic
progress, what they felt was helping or limiting their progress, their experiences in the
classroom, and their experiences with counselors and instructors. Four themes emerge
that describe Sikh students' perceptions of academic factors affecting their progress and
success:
•

Lack of four-year college readiness

•

Language and culturally-embedded curricular content challenges

•

Sources of student academic support

•

Interactions with instructors

Lack of four-year college readiness
Model Minority Theory would suggest that Sikhs, as Asian Americans, are
academically successful students, gifted in math and science, who are prepared to attend
selective and prestigious colleges and universities. Consistent with previous research
challenging the theory (Lee, 2009; Ng, Lee, & Pak, 2007; Ngo & Lee, S. J., 2007;
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Suzuki, 1995; Teranishi & Pazich, 2013; Weinberg, 1997), Sikh students interviewed in
this study represent a range of preparedness for higher education that belies the
stereotype. Only Kaur and Mara feel they would have been ready to go straight into fouryear institutions from high school. They are attending Lakeview for other reasons,
including saving money, the ability to live at home, the perceived difficulty of getting
into impacted general education courses at four-year colleges and universities, and, in
Kaur' s case, a health concern. Most of the other student participants indicate that, in
addition to the cost savings, they are attending community college because they and their
parents felt that an intermediate academic step was necessary - that they were not
prepared to enter a four-year college or university. Jerry explained:
My parents actually encouraged me to come to Lakeview College first. I was
thinking about transferring into a four-year straight out of high school. Both my
sisters went to Lakeview first but I thought I could just do something different.
My mom and my dad told me it's better to go to Lakeview College because it's
cheaper, it allows you to interact with other people a little more, and if you mess
up or change your major, it's easier to do it in lower division. And going into
Lakeview College, I didn't know my major at the time so I figured it was a safer
choice for me because I didn't know what I was going to do yet.
The lack of a clear academic goal and the possibility of"messing up" led Jerry and his
parents to choose community college. Now in his second year, he has decided to major in
biology and is successfully completing his GE requirements. Similarly, Keira' s parents
also urged her to start at community college to provide a transition step: "They preferred
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I stay local first, and got to know myself in college and how classes were, rather than
sending me away somewhere and if I were struggling, I'd be on my own with no one to
help me."
Student comments illustrate how a lack of college readiness is affecting their
academic progress. For some students, there are challenges in specific subjects, including
English and math. For others, adjusting to the pace of college or the need to develop
better study habits affects their academic performance. Although Patty is fluent in
English, her writing skills were a problem in her first semester at community college. On
her parents' advice, she sought help from her professor and is now able to move on to
English IA. She comments:
This semester was a little rough. It was my first semester and I didn't know what I
was doing in the beginning. For English, we had to write an essay and I wasn't
good at writing essays so I failed the first couple of essays. But then I got help and
I got tutored by the teacher and I got better and improved my grades. So next
semester I'm taking English lA.
Math was a challenge for Keira in her first semester at Lakeview College. Keira did not
seek help and failed her math course. She will be retaking the course next semester from
a different instructor. She explains: "I didn't do so well in math. It was strictly quizzes
and tests, no homework assignments. I'm not really a good test-taker." When asked if she
sought tutoring help, Keira replied: "I get lazy and I don't really go out there and get
help."
In his second year at Lakeview College, Harvey is attempting to address the
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issues of study habits and focus. He feels that he is doing better than he did in his first
year but continues to question his study skills and his ability to concentrate during
lectures.
I'm getting used to college. In college, you have to do all the readings. In high
school, I could get by without doing that kind of stuff. My grades are pretty good
-all B's. My major is business. I'd like to step it up [his academic performance].
I've been getting a lot of B's lately and I'd like to get A's. I feel like I'm studying
more than in the past, but I'm still not studying enough for the tests, still not
focused enough during lectures. I, like, doze off during lectures or, like, look at
the wall.
Adjusting to the routine of college-level classes was a challenge for Ray. His concern
was adapting to the scheduling of classes. His father helped him to organize and manage
his time. Ray explains:
I had to get use to the pace. In high school, you have the same classes every day
so you can get into a routine, like when you're going to study. My dad gave me a
planner and helped me set up a routine. At first I thought it was going to be really
difficult but then I learned how to manage myself better, like assignments and
projects. Time management- [you need to] find the balance between studying and
fun time with friends.

Language and culturally-embedded curricular content challenges
In her essay on language, William-White (2011) quotes Diaz-Rico:
Language is a chief vehicle for deploying power, whether constructively or
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destructively. Language is a kind of social asset ... [it] is often used to benefit the
privileged and disenfranchise the powerless (Borunda, p. 308).
A study conducted among Sikh high school seniors identified a lack of English
proficiency as a significant barrier to student achievement (Gibson, 1988). The current
study similarly reveals how language issues impede Sikh students' success and create
barriers to disenfranchise them. For Nick, who was ten years old when his family
immigrated from India, English vocabulary is often problematic:
I feel like a lot of times teachers start using words that the American kids can
understand since they speak English at home. But since English was my second
language - I feel like my English is pretty good but it isn't as good as the
American kids' English. So, like, they start throwing big words out, I'm like
"What does that mean?" And I start figuring what that word means, and then I
start to miss the rest of the information they're saying.
Nick also comments that he is having difficulty in his statistics class with word problems.
He is challenged to comprehend the meaning and implications of the verbal component
of the statistical problems. "It's the word problems, not the math. It makes a difference if
you're foreign or from another country, but some students born here still have a problem
because you just read and then you don't know what to do." English grammar presents a
problem for some students. Ajay expresses his disappointment at being marked down for
grammatical errors: "In in my English class, I guess I didn't have too good grammar in
one of my essays. I got marked down very hard."
Having difficulty understanding instructors who speak quickly or who have
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pronounced accents are other concerns for some students. Several students discuss the
liability of speaking with an Indian accent. Keira describes her observations:
In class, if someone's talking with an accent, you can always hear someone
chuckling because they've mispronounced a word or left out a sentence. I don't
say anything but it sucks that whoever's reading, they're trying really hard but
they're still getting laughed at for it. In my English class, this Punjabi girl, she
would read in class but people would like chuckle because she'd mispronounce a
word.
Observing another Punjabi student being shamed for her accent upsets Keira, but she
does not say anything. She does not want to risk drawing negative attention to herself.
Keira is experiencing what Museus and Park (2015) term "vicarious racism." They
explain: "Vicarious racism operates when Asian American college students witness racist
incidents that are directed at other Asian Americans or people of color" (p. 557).
The experience and consequences of being shamed for speaking with an Indian
accent are personally painful for Mara, who says:
When someone laughs at you because of your accent, you just kind of close
yourself off. Because you say a word funny, you tend to close yourself off and not
raise your hand in class any more or become vocal. If someone has an Australian
accent, Oh, that's perfectly fine because it sounds appealing, but an Indian accent
is more different so it sounds funny and you just don't hear it all the time. No one
says like "Oh, I want an Indian accent."
The reaction of other students to Mara's Indian accent represents a microaggression that
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is inhibiting her from participating in class discussions and asking questions to clarify her
understanding. This clearly represents a barrier to her success and an example of racism.
Mara will not gain the same benefit as other students from her academic experience if she
fears being shamed for speaking up.
Although the issue was not specifically discussed by these students, Sue, Lin,
Nadal, & Torino (2007) point out that "Because of Asian cultural values that emphasize
the value of silence, less verbal Asians are often perceived as lacking in interest,
disengaged, or inattentive by the teacher" (p. 77). If Mara's instructors are not sensitive
to her concerns about her Indian accent, her withdrawal from speaking in class due to
microaggressions based on her accent could be misinterpreted in the same way.
In addition to issues related to English proficiency, unfamiliar vocabulary, and
speaking with an accent, culturally-embedded curriculum content can be problematic due
to the use of Western cultural references unfamiliar to Sikh students. The lack of
familiarity with such references leads to microaggressions: Harvey explains:
Sometimes in school, especially high school, they'd make like biblical references,
Christianity references and I'd never get it. Like Adam and Eve. What's that?
And Goliath. I'd never get any of these things. So I was like ''what is that?" and
they all look at you like "how do you not know that?" You don't know anything
about my religion. I don't know anything about yours.
Other students put Harvey on the defensive for questioning the meaning of unfamiliar
references, shaming him and marking him as an outsider. The use of such references and
examples represents a hegemonic practice serving to perpetuate Western cultural
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dominance.
Asher's study (2008) among Indian American students in New York found that
students' lives at school were influenced by "curricular lacunae" (p. 15) in Asian culture
and history. Students in the current study also comment on the lack of coverage of Sikhs
and Sikhism in their history courses. Nick said that history was his least favorite class
because: "[T]hey're not teaching us about other people. They talk about AfricanAmericans, which is important, but there were no Sikhs and that's something that I think
about." Ajay also notes that none of the history classes he has taken discussed Sikhism,
although Hinduism was briefly mentioned in one class. In the humanities course he took
at Lakeview College, Sikhism was mentioned in one lecture Ajay comments suggests this
curricular focus on Western history and culture results in ignorance which fosters racism
and racial violence. He believes that Sikhism should receive more coverage in the
curriculum, explaining: "I think if they started talking about Sikhism, that would raise
awareness and I feel the hate crimes would go down because people wouldn't associate
the turban with terrorism."

Sources of student academic support
Students discuss three sources they turn to for academic support: institutional
resources, including counselors and tutors at the Student Success Center; parents and
other family members; and other Sikh students, both close friends and classmates. The
role of each type of source is examined in the discussion which follows. Counselors in
community colleges play a vital role in assisting students to develop their education plans
for earning associate degrees or certificates. Those students who want to transfer to four-
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year institutions depend on counselors to guide them in talcing transferable courses to
meet general education and major requirements. The current study queries Sikh students
at Lakeview College for their perceptions of experiences they have had with counselors.
Nick and Singh talk about the difficulty of gaining access to a counselor. Both mention
long wait times. Singh also discusses the problematic nature of obtaining appointments
with counselors:
When I first got here, I was trying to talk to a counselor and I had to wait a long
time - like an hour and a half. And there were still kids going in and out. I had to
leave by that time. It actually took me a few weeks before I could talk to a
counselor. So if you want to talk to a counselor often, it's hard to do. Getting an
appointment, they'll like ask you when it's convenient for you but like their
schedule's packed, so if you want to go at the time you can go, you might be
pushed back a long time, like a couple weeks.
The current study found that, with a few exceptions, Sikh students' perceptions of
their experiences with college counselors are generally negative. Given the significant
role that counselors play in promoting student progress, the negative experiences of these
Sikh students with counselors are troubling. They are also consistent with previous
research. Several studies of Filipino students discussed discrimination by teachers and
counselors (Buenavista, 2010; Teranishi, 2000a). Lew (2004) noted that Korean students'
experiences with counselors were characterized by "confusion and misinformation" and
"also were fraught with anger and frustration based on mistrust and disrespect"
demonstrated by counselors towards students (p. 315).
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Some Sikh students report receiving incorrect information about required courses,
either being told to take courses they later found they didn't need or not being advised to
take courses they later discovered they did need. Harvey explains:
Like pretty much every time I go to a counselor, I'm trying to find out what are
the classes I need to get into this college? What do I need to do to fill in my
major? Every time I go to the counselor it's a different answer. It's pretty awful.
So apparently this semester I don't even need one of the classes I'm taking. I went
to the counselor a couple of weeks ago. I'm taking Anthro., so apparently I don't
even need that for my bachelor's degree, so why did you guys tell me to take it?
Every time I go, it's going to be something different.
Nick and Crystal indicate that they were not made aware of courses they need to take.
Crystal has been coming to Lakeview College to take courses since her sophomore year
in high school but "no one told me what I needed to know about my math classes until I
was filling out college applications, so I feel like I kind of got screwed over on that."
Nick was told by a counselor that he did not need a specific course. He decided to check
with another counselor:
One counselor told me not to take a class and then I went to another counselor and
she told me "You have to take that class in order to get your A. A. for transfer"
and I asked her how come that other counselor said I didn't need to and she said

"Oh, he probably forgot. I will talk to him." He didn't read the catalog because in
the catalog it said I needed one class from each area. When I went back to him, he
said "My bad, my bad. That's where I messed up. I didn't read this." That
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mistake would have cost me. I had a feeling that I did need that class, but I wasn't
sure.
Several Sikh students report experiencing unhelpful and unfriendly encounters with
counselors. Ray describes a meeting with a counselor whom he characterizes as "rude."
Ray was seeking information on the guaranteed admission transfer program. He says that
the counselor did not explain the transfer program in a way that he could understand: "He
didn't tell me how to do it, what to do. I had to go to the Admissions Office and they
helped me. They actually explained the steps."
Crystal says she was made to feel foolish when she met with one counselor:
She made me feel dumb for even going there again because I was there recently. I
made up my schedule with another counselor and I just wanted to double check
something. She had the frown with eyebrows, you know what I mean? She didn't
say "She's [I was] ridiculous" but that's the attitude in her look and tone of voice.
Ajay's goal is to transfer to U.C. Davis, majoring in business administration. He says the
counselors are discouraging him from pursuing that goal:
Pretty much every time I go I say "Do you guys know anything about U.C.
Davis" and they say, "Oh, they don't have a good program. Just go to Sac State or
something." So I say "Is there any way I can get into U.C. Davis?" They say Sac
State's business school is better. This week I've started to email counselors at the

schools I want to go to just to see what I need to get in there, because the
counselors here are obviously not giving me great advice. [Asked how that makes

him feel] It makes me feel awful because I feel like I should be able to get the
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advice I need here.
Ajay is being steered away from applying at U.C. Davis. Teranishi (2000a) found that
counselors were discouraging the academic aspirations of Filipino high school seniors.
Ajay is likely experiencing similar discrimination.
All the Sikh students in the sample have visited counselors, but only Ray and
Nick have sought help from tutors at the Student Success Center. Ray said he signs up for
tutoring on occasion, when he thinks he needs help. Nick has asked for on-going tutoring
help for several classes. In the previous semester, Nick had worked with a tutor for
intermediate algebra and was currently seeing a tutor for help with his statistics class.
Nick indicates he makes good use of the tutoring he receives: "If you go to a tutor, you
still have to keep on practicing outside of school. Do a word problem over and over again
until you really get it."
Parents and other family members are an important source of student academic
support. Students indicate that their parents are involved with their education, providing
advice as well as emotional and financial support. All these Sikh students are living with
their parents. Mara plans to become a physician and says she tends to get stressed about
her classes. She says: "My parents are really supportive, like they know that I like
pushing myself and they kind of tell me to relax. That it's OK." Harvey says that, at age
20, "I still go to them a lot if I want help on something, like if I need financial advice or
something." When Patty was failing English in her first semester, she went to her parents
for advice. They told her to ask for help from her instructor. Singh comments "I have
other [non-Sikh] friends and I feel like sometimes their parents don't really get involved.
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My parents make sure I'm doing all my work." Jasmine explains that her parents are
helping her to stay on track:

If your parents weren't really strict about what you're doing in school and didn't
really pay any attention to it, you could kind of just slack off and think, "Alright, I
can do whatever, I could pick whatever major and stuff." With me, my parents are
more on it about like going to school and getting good grades and being
something successful. They'll ask am I keeping up on my homework, how are my
grades, how are my classes. It's helpful. It's nice that they have an interest in how
I'm doing. It keeps me on track. If I forget about something, my dad will ask if
I've done it and if I haven't, I'll go do it.
When he was attempting to adjust to the college's academic routine, Ray's father bought

him a planner and helped him to work out a schedule to manage his time. Kaur notes that
the first time she visited a counselor, her mother accompanied her so they could both ask
questions. Crystal says:
My parents, compared to the parents of the majority of my white friends, my
parents have been saving like from who knows when for my education and you're
not just left alone to do that on your own. I've just never met a set of parents that
are like so into their kids. Like they want nothing but good stuff for them. Like
they'll live and die for you, kind of. That's how Indian parents are. They do so
much for their kids.
Keira relies on her older siblings' experiences to guide her in navigating college:
With me, it helps out that all my siblings [one sister and three brothers] went here

83
so they know the ropes here and they can help me, guide me through my classes
and stuff. So I feel like if they didn't, I'd be more lost and not know how to get
around and what classes to pick and what teachers to go with.
Extended family members also influence the academic experiences of Sikh students.
When Singh entered Lakeview, he initially majored in business. Based on his cousins'
experiences, he changed his major and is now planning a career as a physician's assistant.
He explains: "My two cousins just became pharmacists and I kind of learned from them
and seeing what they did and it made me want to go into the medical field."
Other Sikh students, both close friends and classmates, are also viewed as an
important source of information and support. Patty, having been advised by a counselor
to take a class she later found she didn't need, indicates that she will rely on friends to
make sure that does not happen again. She will soon be seeing her counselor to develop
her full education plan. She says: "After I do that, I'll ask my older friends who have
graduated 'Are these classes really necessary?' and if they tell me 'no', then I'll have to
go back and talk to the counselor."
When asked what advice she would give to a Sikh student new to Lakeview
College, Jasmine replies: "If you're having trouble in a class, make another Indian friend
that's willing to help you and maybe they could translate for them and slow things
down." Ajay also responds that he would tell the new student that ifhe needs help, ask a
friend. He comments: "I actually had a friend who came here from India I tried to help
him out. Like show him what this means, how to understand things." In addition to
receiving tutoring help, support from other Sikh students is important for Nick, who came
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to the United States at ten years of age. He explains:
A lot of Sikhs live in [Lakeview] and come here to the college. I know a lot of
them and it makes the communication more easier [sic] because ifwe don't
understand something we could ask them - some students who were born here. So
me, how it benefits me, is I'm taking a Stats class and there's an Indian girl who
sits by me who was born here, so she's more knowledgeable and she's smart.
She's in the nursing program. Ifl don't understand something, she can explain it.
Interactions with instructors

The quality of their interactions with professors is an important factor in Sikh
students' satisfaction with their academic progress. Students describe interactions with
Lakeview College instructors which vary widely, from positive, enriching experiences to
negative, denigrating experiences. Some students such as Kaur describe having both. On
the positive side, Kaur discusses her English IA instructor: "The first day of class, he
started writing about everyone's culture and religion. I felt very welcome. You didn't feel
a judgmental vibe in there. It was very open." Kaur wrote an essay about a Punjabi artist
and was pleased to learn that the professor was familiar with Punjabi culture and
Sikhism. Kaur says that when she presented her essay to the class, "everyone was
actually interested in learning. It was exciting for me." She attributes her satisfaction with
the class to the "happy and cheerful" environment established by the instructor. This
professor established a learning environment where Kaur felt safe to share her cultural
heritage.
Kaur describes a very different kind of experience in another class. The classroom
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climate and the professor's behavior created a hostile environment in which to learn. This
professor subjected Kaur and students of other minority ethnicities to verbally abusive,
racist treatment. Kaur reports:
I took a class last semester-it wasn't a welcoming feeling. Just about everyone
in there was a medical major and maybe it was the competitiveness. I used to hate
going to that class. And even the professor used to put everyone down. When the
professor would talk to you, he'd put you down. He'd put other ethnicities down
and I felt very uncomfortable due to being a Sikh. [Asked to provide an example]
We were having a talk about meat-I was an on-and-off meat eater, but now I
don't eat meat due to my beliefs-and the professor was like "Only idiots don't
eat meat" and I was offended. I feel like the professor's comments were targeted
at my beliefs and they were very rude, sarcastic comments. They were directed
toward anyone who was different from him.
Describing her interactions with faculty members, Mara says that some Lakeview
professors make discriminatory, negative assumptions about Sikh students based on their
skin color. She is angry that her ethnicity is presumed by some professors to raise
questions about her English proficiency.
You never know if a professor thinks like, "Oh, are you ·a well-spoken English
speaker or are you not? Are you going to have an accent? Are you from India or
are your parents from India? Does that affect you? What do you speak at home?"
Like there's certain questions that they always ask you just because I am Indian,
but it's like I was born here. I do speak Punjabi at home with my grandparents.
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But you shouldn't just judge someone because they are not the White complexion.
You never know.... Just because you're brown doesn't mean that you're not
going to be the best-spoken or you're going to have an accent or your parents
don't know how to talk. Those things kind of irritate me.
Mara perceives the racism underlying the assumptions made by some professors based on
her ethnicity. She is expressing her disgust at being perpetually thought of as a
"foreigner" and therefore not a proficient English speaker. She emphasizes "I was born
here."
In their study of Asian American students at community colleges in Texas,
Assalone and Fann (2016) found that students indicated some instructors made
assumptions about them based on Model Minority Theory. Some professors assumed that
Asian American students were attending community college rather than a four-year
institution to correct a language deficiency. Otherwise, the reasoning went, they would
have gone directly to a university.
At the end of her first semester, Patty has a more favorable impression of the
teaching staff at Lakeview College, saying, "Sometimes I think they really focus on Sikh
students. Like some [students] come from India. They weren't born here so the teachers
feel they should give more attention to them." Patty's perception is undoubtedly
influenced by the positive experience she had with her English instructor. Patty spoke
earlier about her difficulty with essay writing and how her English professor helped her
to improve her writing skills. She describes how, when she reached out for help, her
professor gave her individual attention and support:
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When I first started failing, I didn't do anything. I felt queasy. But then I talked to
my parents and they said to get help. So I went to get help from my teacher and
told her I was having problems. So she met me once a week and helped me
improve my writing. She wanted to help me one-on-one and not just when she
was walking around in class. She actually made time for me. She set it aside. She
gave me tips and techniques on how to write better essays. So next semester I'm
taking English 1A.
Harvey says he prefers a class where you "feel like when you can relate to the teacher there's like a better community in the classroom." Singh mentions that there are some
Indian instructors at Lakeview:
There are two Indian teachers here and I feel like they can relate and they can help
me a lot. Like professor [name]. She was very helpful. Like with the work-I
could go ask her and she would help me. After class, she would stay. It didn't
matter to her. She wanted to help. It didn't matter to her how long it took.
Singh is pleased to hav~ an instructor who can relate to him culturally and whom he is
comfortable asking for help.
These student interactions with professors illustrate the impact that instructors'
attitudes, behaviors, and demeanor have on Sikh students' academic experiences.
Students highly value instructors' understanding of and appreciation for Sikh culture.
Kaur's English professor's awareness of Punjabi culture and his establishment of an
open, supportive, and friendly learning environment provides her with a positive
academic experience. Patty's English instructor makes a significant contribution to her
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academic prospects by working individually with her to improve her writing skills. Patty
is impressed and grateful that her professor "actually made time for me." These
instructors provide more than help with curriculum. They communicate that Kaur and
Patty are important to them and worth their time and efforts.
Kaur describes another instructor who expresses racist views and creates such a
hostile classroom environment that she "hated going to class." Mara also reports
encountering racism and discrimination from professors who make assumptions based on
her ethnicity. She resents their thinking that ''just because you're brown," you may not be
proficient in English.
Summary of academic factors

Four themes emerge concerning academic factors that affect Sikh students'
progress and success: A lack of college readiness; Language and culturally-embedded
curricular content challenges; Sources of academic support; and Interactions with
instructors. Students, often at the urging of their parents, choose to attend community
college because they are not ready to go directly to four-year institutions. Parents and
other family members are importance sources of support for Sikh students. Students
describe problems in their experiences with counselors, including issues of access,
misinformation, and discrimination. In the classroom, students experience
microaggressions based on speaking with an accent and unfamiliarity with Western

cultural references. Students describe experiences with both instructors who create a
welcoming and inclusive learning environment, promoting the success of their Sikh
students, and instructors who create a hostile classroom environment, making offensive

89
comments about minorities and ignoring the needs of a Sikh student failing the class.
Cultural Factors Affecting Sikh College Students' Progress and Success
The second research question was: "What do Sikh students perceive to be the
cultural factors affecting their progress and success in community college?" Student
participants were asked to discuss how their experiences as college students are
influenced by their Sikh culture, including how being Sikh affects their educational and
career goals. Students shared their perceptions of differences between Sikh and
mainstream American cultures and how these differences may affect them as students.
They also talked about the accommodations and adaptations they make to negotiate
between the two cultures. Four themes emerge that describe Sikh students' perceptions of
the cultural factors affecting their progress and success:
•

Assumptions related to Model Minority Theory

•

Parental expectations and influence

e

Significant cultural values - familial connection, respect, financial security

•

Cultural accommodations and adaptations
Assumptions related to Model Minority Theory
Model Minority Theory, first articulated by sociologist William Peterson,

suggests that Asian Americans are successful in educational and career pursuits due to an
aptitude for math and science and to cultural norms of hard work and persistence

(Assalone & Fann, 2016; Ngo & Lee, 2007; Teranishi, 2002b). The theory has been
disputed by theorists who point out the wide range of ethnicities, many of whom do not
experience academic success, represented under the Asian American umbrella. (Lee,
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2009; Ng, Lee, & Pak, 2007; Ngo & Lee, S. J., 2007; Suzuki, 1995; Teranishi & Pazich,
2013; Weinberg, 1997). Studies disputing the Model Minority Theory include those that
report wide variations among AAPI ethnicities in college graduations rates (Lui, 2013),
performance on standardized tests (Pang, Han, and Pang, 2011), and post-secondary
education plans (Teranishi, 2002a). It is interesting that, despite this evidence, the model
minority concept is still accepted by some students and instructors. Asher's study (2008)
among Indian American students in New York found that many of these students had
internalized the model minority concept. Regardless of whether they themselves fit the
perception of being skilled in math and science, students expressed agreement with the
concept as descriptive oflndian Americans. Previous research by Assalone and Fann,
(2016) and Gibson (1988) also found that some Asian students accept the stereotype as
accurate.
All the Sikh students in the current study are familiar with the stereotype
suggested by Model Minority Theory. Jerry and Kaur's comments suggest that, to some
extent, they agree with the stereotype that Asian students excel in math and sciences.
Both of Jerry's sisters are in science-related programs and he is a biology major. Jerry
seems proud of the impression suggested by the Model Minority stereotype. "I had a
couple of students say 'Oh, you're probably a science major' and I'm like, 'Yes, I am'."
Kaur also seems to accept the Model Minority characterization. She says that most of her
family has a bachelor's degree or higher. She doesn't think there is anyone in her family
who has not gone to college. Kaur says:
I've been raised around civil engineers, pharmacists, and doctors. That's what I
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grew up with. That's what I know. So when I used to play Barbie's, my doll was a
doctor and the other one was like an engineer, something like that.
Previous research has examined the model minority construct' s impact on Asian
American students. Asher's study (2008) among Indian American students in New York
found that students' lives at school were influenced by "cultural assumptions" (p. 15).
Participants reported that other students expected them to conform to the model minority
stereotype by taking courses that would prepare them to attend prestigious universities
and medical schools. Exploring the impact of Model Minority Theory assumptions and
expectations on Asian American community college students in Texas, Assalone and
Fann (2016) found that many of these students "experience racial microaggressions
related to model minority stereotypes that they perceived their peers and instructors to
have held" (p. 1). Some students in that study reported that they were expected to have
superior math skills and their non-Asian peers questioned their inability to help them with
difficult problems. The current study corroborates earlier findings regarding the influence
of Model Minority Theory assumptions and expectations. Most of the Sikh students in the
sample had experienced instructors and other students applying the stereotype to them.
Some, like Jasmine, find the stereotype racist:
I'll tell people the classes I'm taking and they'll say "Oh, you probably have all
A's in them" and I'm like ''No, these classes are really hard even for me." And
they'll be like "But you are so smart" and I'm like, "How do you know that? You
don't even know me. You're just basing that on my appearance."
Microaggressions associated with Model Minority Theory are common, such as
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assumptions of exceptional skill in math along with disbelief when Sikh students deny
the stereotype. Harvey reports that he is expected to be gifted in math and able to solve
problems that other students cannot. Other students doubt him when he says he is unable
to solve a difficult problem. In discussing how model minority assumptions affect him,
Harvey says:
When I tell people I'm Indian, they think I'm really smart. Like really good at
spelling or something. I'm like, ''No, I'm just like you guys." Like in math class
whenever a teacher does a math problem and no one gets it, they ask me about it
and I'm like "I don't get it either." "Oh, but you're really good at math, come on."
I don't think they're being racist,justjoking around. That's definitely why they
ask me, because I'm Indian.
Mara indicates that she rejects the stereotype, yet feels the need to explain why her father
does not have a college education:
I feel like just because you're Sikh, people believe you're super smart or
something. 'Oh, what are you going to be, some crazy profession or something?'
But not all people are like that, you know. People are like "Oh, all Asians are
super-smart, like a human calculator." My cousin's trying to become a
pharmacist and my other cousin's a lawyer. But my dad's a farmer. My dad didn't
get the opportunity to go to college but he really wanted to support my brother's
and my decision to go. He had to work when he got out of high school. He didn't
have a choice. He had to go to work to support his family.
In attempting to reconcile the model minority stereotype with their own experiences that
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do not support it, Keira and Patty reason that the stereotype is true for Sikh students in
India, where math and science are emphasized to the exclusion of other subjects. Keira
comments: "With math, it's like, 'Oh, you're probably really good at it. You're Indian'. I
do feel back in India, it's more strict. You have to be good in it. You have no choice."
Patty agrees:
I feel like it's just 'cause in India there were just strictly math and science classes
to make them good at them. They don't have like a health class or a counseling
class there. It's just classes to learn English and math and science, so when they
come here - I don't see that with people who were born here. But if you're from
India, I feel like people think you're smarter. I never see that with people who
were born here. I feel like we're just the same, but I feel the ones from India just
know a little bit more than we do [in math and science] because that's all they
learn. I'm pretty sure they didn't have like art classes and health, or counseling,
psychology.
Model Minority Theory would suggest that Sikh students, as Asian Americans,
are prepared to attend selective and prestigious colleges and universities straight from
high school. As discussed above, this does not apply to Sikh students in the current study.
This disconnect between expectation and reality leads some student participants to feel
embarrassed about attending community college. Jasmine commented:
Community college is looked down upon, definitely. If you ask any Sikh student
off campus where they go, they get a little defensive if they go to a community
college because we've dealt with the negativity. It's looked down on because
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most Sikh students are at the four-year colleges, most of them are at schools like
U.C. Berkeley. It's still looked down on even though we've getting 4.0s.
Kaur says: "I have relatives who would look down on me for going to community
college. I don't tell them where I'm going to school. My aunts and uncles - they all went
to four-years." In Sikh culture, Mara explains, parents like to brag about the schools their
children are attending. "They'll ask me where I'm at and I'll say Lakeview College and I
feel like they're like 'Lakeview College' [in a disdainful tone]." She feels the need to
fabricate the explanation that she was accepted into four-year institutions but decided to
attend Lakeview to complete the general education classes that are often impacted at
four-year colleges. She is happy with her decision to attend community college but says
she is ''tired of explaining myself. I just say I'm at Lakeview College and I'm transferring
later." Jasmine, Kaur and Mara's comments demonstrate how, for some Sikh students,
the fact that they are not conforming to the model minority stereotype may challenge
their sense of self-worth.
Parental expectations and influence

Previous research (e.g., Lew et al., 2005) has found that parental expectations
heavily influence Asian students in their academic choices. The current study also
demonstrates that their parents' expectations concerning higher education and careers are
important factors influencing Sikh students. Higher education is viewed as the key to
success and earning high grades is expected. As Patty notes: "Education is like something
really big, because if you're educated you're like on top of the world but if you're not
educated in our culture, it's kind of looked down on."
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Most of the students indicate that their parents expect them to earn high grades.
Jerry notes: "If you can, say, pass chemistry with an 'A' then I think that's really
stressed. Like if you can pass a really hard science class and come out with a solid GPA
you get rewarded for that, you get praise for that." Nick's comments are typical:
Indian parents are really strict about A's and B's. All Indian parents want their
children to be successful so when they get a bad grade, they take away privileges
like video games. You can't be with your friends or go out. They want their kids
to learn that education is the key to be successful.
Students suggest that high parental expectations motivate them. As Kaur explains:
We have to do good. It's like a thing. It pushes me. I like it that my parents are
pushing me to get a 4.0. Especially with nursing, I can't get anywhere if I have
below a 4.0, so it works out.
Ajay credits pressure from his parents with helping him to succeed: "I got a lot of
pressure to do well from the beginning, just like every other Indian kid. A lot of pressure
and I think I needed it too, because without it I probably wouldn't even be here." Crystal
also acknowledges the pressure to succeed and takes pride in her parents'
accomplishments as immigrants. She believes that immigrants work hard because they
realize how fortunate they are to have opportunities not available in other places:
There's like a lot of pressure-pressure from my family to do well. I think it's
really important, especially since they've made themselves so great. I don't think
there's any excuse not to do well since you have all these opportunities. People
are so lazy here not taking advantage of the opportunities because they don't
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realize what other people do for these options. I think that's why immigrants are
always so much harder working when they come, because they know what's at
take.
Sikh students are strongly influenced by their parents in making major and career
decisions. Many of the student participants' commentaries support the model minority
stereotype of majors and careers in scientific and medical fields. Harvey explains:
I feel like a lot of Indian parents, my parents included, they pressure their kids to
be doctors even if they don't want to, while I feel like a lot of White parents, they
let their kids do whatever they want, like "follow your dreams." Whereas Indian
parents [say] "your dream is to be a doctor." They choose your dream for you.
Harvey began as a science major to comply with his parents' wishes. After one semester,
he switched to a business major which he finds more interesting. He hopes eventually to
manage his parents' store. Several other students also discuss resisting parental pressure
to enter the medical field. They compromise by adhering to the requirement that an
alternate major must be, as Keira says, "practical":
In the Punjabi community, there's like certain things - like with my family
they're more conservative and strict, so if I'm going to major in something, it has
be in the guideline of something more like practical rather than being an art major
or something. That would be frowned upon. I want to be the best I can be to make
them proud. It's how I've grown up. I always knew I wanted to be more than just,
you know, something small.
Patty's parents want her to become an R.N. while her dream is to have a YouTube vlog.
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She says they accept her majoring in business since she is meeting them "in the middle."
Nevertheless, she has not abandoned her dream: "But I can go to school and become a
YouTuber part-time and see what comes out of it. If I become successful, I can quit my
job and become a full-time YouTuber. Maybe then they'll understand."
When asked about the differences between Sikh and mainstream America culture,
all participants say that they are expected to remain in their parents' home longer than are
non-Sikh youth. Keira' s comment is typical:
That's like the number one difference between White people and Indians. Once
you're eighteen, you're considered an adult when you're White. And you can
move out, do whatever, no more rules. But with Indians, that's not the way it
works. I'm still in theµ- house. Just because I'm eighteen doesn't mean that they
stop caring about me and everything changes.
Ray concurs: "A lot of American families expect their kids to move out when they're 18.
In our culture, you don't have to move out. You can live with your family as long as you
do something with your life." He says that if someone is attending college, working, or
doing something else productive, they can continue to live in the family home
indefinitely. Nick describes the Sikh norm of multi-generational homes and contrasts it to
White culture:
In White culture, you could be 18 and your parents kick you out. They say you
live on your own. In Indian culture, that's not it. I'm 21 and I still live with my
parents. They said until I get my education and get my degree, I could. But some
people don't ever move. They just stay with their parents. In White culture, in
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some families, when you turn 18 or 19, you have to move out and live your own
life. But in Indian culture, the parents are so nice and caring, they let you live with
them even though you get married.
Nick attributes the practice of young Sikh adults living in in their family's home to "nice
and caring" parents. Similarly, Mara says this practice occurs because Sikhs are more
"family-oriented." Mara says "I'm still supported; my older brother's still supported. We
both live at home. We're still under the same insurance. But I feel like a lot of non-Sikhs,
that they're just thrown out afterwards [at eighteen]." Non-Sikh students sometimes
question the practice that Sikh young adults continue to live with their parents. Jasmine
answers such comments: "My friends are like 'You shouldn't be living at home, you're
19.' I'm 19. I'm living at home. I'm saving money and I'm getting fed. I think it's a good
choice."
The fact that Sikh young adults continue to live at home means that they stay
longer under their parents' influence, supervision, and rules. For these Sikh students, it is
common for parents to require them to be at home in the evening. Harvey says: "A lot of
Indian parents, mine especially, are like 'Don't go out late at night, whereas a lot of my
White friends, they're out 'till two or three in the morning." Nick agrees, saying that:
"My dad wants me to be home at night. I try to explain to him that my friends have jobs
and school during the day. He says you guys can do that [socialize] at eight or nine, but
don't be up until midnight." He believes that his father makes this rule out of a concern
for both Nick's safety and for the family's reputation: "He's worried about me. He says
'Stay home. There's cops out there, and good families don't do that. Good family kids
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don't stay up late at other people's houses'."
Students indicate that parental rules about going out in the evening are stricter for
girls. Ajay feels that although Sikh parents try to treat their sons and daughters the same,
females are more restricted in their activities than males. He says: "Like, a lot of my
Indian friends, their sisters are not allowed to go out and they go out all the time because
they're boys. Girls have to stay home all the time." Similar distinctions occur in parents'
allowing permission to go on dates. Harvey comments: "My sister's not allowed to date
at all. Ifl started dating, I can only date Indian girls. But a lot of Indian girls can't even
date at all."
Significant cultural values
Among the cultural factors influencing the progress and success of Sikh college
students, three cultural values are significant. The first is the value of familial connection.
Sikh students describe their familial relationships as being very close. Krystal says: "It's
like a different level of connection." Kaur describes the closeness within Sikh families:
"With Sikh religion, the families are very tight knit. Our immediate family, our extended
family, our extremely-extended family are considered close family."
All Sikh students in the current study are living at home with parents in
households that often include grandparents. Mara explains that it is common for several
generations of Sikh families to reside together: "When my parents get older, we don't put

them in a home or anything like that. They live with us. We take care of them. My
grandparents live with me. We're like super-family-oriented." The closeness of the Sikh
parent-child relationship is the basis for the strong influence Sikh parents have on their
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children's educational and career goals, discussed above. Another result of the value
placed on familial connection is the retention of the Punjabi language. Some of the
student participants speak primarily Punjabi at home, while others speak both English
and Punjabi with their families. Often the grandparents speak only Punjabi so students
speak to them in their language.
Respect is a significant value in Sikh culture, discussed by students in three
forms: receiving respect for their culture and beliefs from non-Sikhs; showing respect for
elders; being resp·ected within the Sikh community. Respect for their culture and beliefs
is important to Sikh student participants. Kaur prefers being in a class with older students
because "They're more respectful of your beliefs so it's definitely easier being in that
environment." She describes being in a class with younger students just out of high
school, saying all they talked about was partying and drinking. Being Amrit [baptized],
Kaur does not smoke, drink alcohol or eat meat. She felt that her beliefs were
disrespected in the class of younger students, who made comments such as "Hey, that's
so lame [not eating meat]." One student taunted: "Oh, you're a Hindu, of course you
don't drink."
Students feel that the mainstream culture's lack of awareness of Sikh culture is a
form of disrespect. Ray explains: "People sometimes think that Hindus and Muslims and
Sikhs are the same thing, but our religions are completely different. Some people thought
I was Muslim at first. We look pretty similar." Sue et al. (2007) term this type of
microaggression "invalidation of interethnic differences" (p. 72). The authors state that
the message conveyed is that there are no differences among Asian ethnicities, e.g., "all
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Asians or alike," or that any differences that do exist don't matter. Crystal expresses her
frustration with being "thrown down into one pit":
People automatically assume you're a Hindu or they think you're Middle-Eastern.
They don't really get the differences between a lot of those things. So I'm just like
this big bubble of foreign, kind of. They think that you probably wear this red dot.
They think that Sikhs are terrorists, too. Like they don't get the difference. So you
all just get thrown down into one pit - from the Middle East, like you're Arabic,
you're Hindu - they don't see the difference.
Nearly every student participant discussed the importance of showing respect to elders in
the Sikh culture. Mara's comment is typical: "Respecting your elders is like so important.
You should never disrespect them at all." Nick, arguably closer to traditional Sikh culture
because he lived in India until the age often, states: "In Indian culture, we are supposed
to touch the feet of our grandparents [a sign of respect] and believe them and listen to
them; also, reading to them and taking care of them when they're sick." Crystal notes
that some of her non-Sikh acquaintances are "bratty towards their parents. Even in the
classroom, they're rude to the teacher." Harvey contrasts how his Sikh friends and nonSikh friends behave toward their elders:
In a lot of Sikh households, they really stress respect towards elders, like treating
them like they're your parents, whereas I've seen a lot of American kids where
they just straight up are disrespecting older people. It feels awkward when I see
some of my American friends always yelling at their parents. If I did that to my
parents, oh, that would be a bad day. I started hanging out more with my
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American friends probably eighth grade, high school. I started going to their
houses and seeing the way they talked to their parents and I thought, "Oh, I'd
never do that." It happens all the time. I don't know how to react. It's weird.
For many students, respect for their parents is shown in their adherence to parental rules
and decisions. Kaur explains: "I'm very respectful of my parents. If my parents tell me I
can't leave the house at 10:00, I will not leave the house at 10:00." When non-Sikh
friends urge her to go out despite her parents' wishes, she says she tells them: 'I do not go
against my parents' words'."
Sikh students indicate that being respected within the Sikh community is
important to their parents and grandparents. This strongly influences individual behavior
because the individual represents the family and whatever one family member does is
believed to reflect on the entire family. Singh explains that:
When a Sikh kid does bad things, the parents don't take it lightly. For them it's a
big deal. They say like "Oh, it's bad on my name." My did will tell me like
"Don't do anything bad." Like there's a lot of people that get DUI's now and my
dad says "You better not get one of those because you're messing up our whole
family name." To us, like the family name means a lot. I think like other
ethnicities, they don't cherish it as much.
Keira describes how the concern with family reputation within the Sikh community
affects her: "My dad is strict about going out. He doesn't want someone to get the wrong
impression of something I've done - twist it around and have a whole different story
going out." Keira says that she and her siblings do not care what others in the community
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say about them, but that it is very important to her parents and grandparents: "It's like
'what will people think about our family'? They're more worried about their name.
Wanting people to think they're these good people who don't do anything outside the
norm in the Indian culture."
Lew et al. (2005) state that, for many Asian American students, "choices of major
and careers may be heavily influenced by parental concerns for economic security and
concepts of success and honor" (p. 7). The third important cultural value emerging from
interviews with Sikh students is financial security. Regarding his career choice, Harvey
commented: "I know my parents wanted me to grow up and make a lot of money." Mara
believes that Indians tend to pursue engineering, law school, biology degrees because
they know that they are stable professions that will always exist. She says about having a
college degree and a stable profession: "That's your foundation. No one can ever take
that away from you. Like my dad is a farmer and if you have a bad year, there goes your
money for that year."
Early in her interview, Crystal stated her intention to pursue a career in finance or
accounting, although she expresses little interest in business courses. "I don't think
there's really a specific class that I really look forward to going to, which sounds bad. I
go to them, but I'm not like, 'Wow, this is really interesting'. I don't know ifit's like the
content." When asked about her interests, she replied "I really like fashion, but I'm not
going to make a career out of it." Crystal explains that financial security and career
stability are values that guide her career choice:
This [education for a career in finance] is more my traditional side. I think I want
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a good job that has security and I don't have that risk. Which sounds like, 'Oh,
you're not following your dreams'. Well, I am. I think it's like living in the
balance. I feel like if I got really good at finance - and there is still the social
aspect if you are in a good position with a good company - it's not like I'm just

going to be sitting there all day. I feel like I could like it. And, plus, not
everyone's going to like 100% of every job they have anyway, you know what I
mean? And I'd rather not be scraping for paying my bills. I can dress cute to my
job that pays well so I can buy cute clothes and not have to worry about that.
Cultural accommodations and adaptations

Nick's family immigrated to the United States when he was ten years old. The
other Sikh students were born in the U.S. They say that while growing up here, they
learned how to adapt to American culture. Jerry explains: "My sisters and me, we've
grown up around American culture so we've come to expect what others will know and
won't know about, and the traditions that others seem to celebrate compared to us." Ray
agrees: "I've kind of learned to adapt to the culture here. I've been living here all my life.
I've been with people of different ethnicities and cultures and I've learned about what
they value and they don't value."
Sikh students are cognizant of the accommodations they are making to negotiate
between Sikh and American cultures. They make deliberate choices to find a balance.
They describe accommodations in two primary areas, personal appearance and adaptive
behaviors. When they are acting within mainstream American culture, attending classes
for example, they wear typical Western-college-student clothing. When attending Sikh
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events, some wear traditional attire. Patty says that she would never wear traditional
clothing at school because "people would think 'Why are you wearing this here?' I would
feel awkward. It just wouldn't fit in." Harvey says he would not wear traditional clothing
because he might be labeled a terrorist:
I've worn a kurta [a loose shirt falling just above or below the wearer's knees] to
the temple sometimes, to the gurdwara. I've worn it in India sometimes. It's pretty
comfortable. I wouldn't wear it to school or anything. People are going to look at
you like "What are you wearing?" A lot of people see pictures of Muslims
wearing it and they think all Muslims are terrorists for some reason so I don't
want to be labeled as a terrorist.
Arguably the most prominent feature of traditional male clothing is the turban,
worn to cover long, uncut hair. These Sikh students have made the choice to cut their hair
and forgo turbans. None of the male Sikh students interviewed wears a turban and all
have short haircuts. Ray says that he wore a patka, a small piece of cloth which is tied
around the head to cover the hair, until his parents decided to cut his hair when he was
four years old. He says: "I'm guessing it was so I could fit in more with other kids."
Students believe that wearing a turban makes someone more vulnerable to racist acts.
Ajay explains why he doesn't wear a turban: "There are people who take offense against
religious things that are like distinctive of our culture, like the turban. Some people
actually identify a person wearing the turban as a terrorist."
Students indicate that they adapt their behavior to the cultural context. Harvey
explains that he knows how to act around American people and how to act around Sikh

106
people "so it just filters." He explains that "around American people you've got to be a
little louder. You canjoke around more. You canjust be more cocky, I guess. With Sikh
people, you have to be more respectful, quiet." Ray says that he has learned how to
behave appropriately by observing how people act in certain situations. Nick says he acts
"like a kid" with his Indian friends, but would not behave that way with White friends
because they would think his behavior ''weird."
Sikh students in this study represent a range of comfort with living in two
cultures. Mara says: "By my voice, I'm very Americanized but I am Indian." Students
describe dividing their lives between the Sikh culture at home and the mainstream culture
outside. As Singh says: "Once you're outside of your house, you're just like anyone else.
But at home, it's just different." Students' feelings suggest the concept of"double
consciousness" articulated by W.E.B. DuBois ([1897] 2007). DuBois discussed the
"twoness" of being a Black American at the turn of the twentieth century, facing
stereotyping, racism, and internal conflict between cultures. Crystal describes her own
identity conflict:
Sometimes I feel like I'm white because I'm always around white people because
that's where I've grown up kind of, but then you realize that other people don't
always see you like that, if that makes sense. They think you're like super
different.
Crystal is beginning to reject Sikh culture because of the discrimination and prejudice she
faces. When asked earlier how she thinks non-Sikh students view Sikh students, she
replies: "There are prejudices - thinking they are nerdy or weird, or just not as good, not

107
as cool, foreign or just talcing up space." She describes herself as "turned off' by the
culture:
I'm not embarrassed by being Sikh, but I'm not really into it, either. I feel like by
facing all these challenges, it's made me feel more like a negative Nancy towards
it [Sikh culture]. My mom's always like "Honey, do you want to go with me to
the temple?" and I'm like "no". I feel like I'm more turned off by the culture
because I've faced so many negative things because of it. It's not all negative, but
the things I've had to go through regarding it have just put me like not into it.
Cress and Ikeda (2003) identified a statistically significant relationship between Asian
American students' perceptions of discriminatory and prejudicial college campus
climates and students' self-reported depression. They conclude that: "Student apathy and
shyness may be the result of the internalized pain of prejudice and discrimination"

(p. 91). Crystal's rejection of her Sikh culture seems an expression of this pain.
Patty feels that "a lot oflndians just don't like being Indian." She says: "I love
being Indian. But I see other people - I have a cousin. He was born here, too. I grew up
with him. But he's just so distant. He has no Indian friends. None." Singh believes that
the transmission of Sikh Punjabi culture grows weaker with each successive generation.
He has friends whose parents were born in the United States who know little about the
culture and "some of them don't even speak Punjabi." He points out that if the Punjabi
language dies out among Sikhs in the United States, immigrant students from India will
no longer be able to turn to their American cousins for support.
At the opposite end of the spectrum from Crystal and from Patty's cousin who

108
reject Sikh culture, Keira expresses a deep commitment to Sikh culture:
I always wear my bracelet. It's something that I'm proud of. It represents my
culture. On my social media, I wear traditional Sikh clothing. Like every
weekend, I have a different party or wedding to go to. It's rarely American
· clothing. I'm pretty into my Sikh, my Punjabi culture. Like outside, I listen to
Punjabi music. I'm really into it. And movies-I'll watch all of them- Indian,
Punjabi movies. My Punjabi side - I'm pretty connected with that.
Keira appears to draw strength from a strong identification with her Sikh culture.
Summary of cultural factors
Student narratives indicate that Sikh parents hold high expectations for them.
Parents expect that they will work hard, earn high marks, and go on to "do great things."
Sikh students perceive that their parents are more involved with their education and
career choices than White parents are with their children. The cultural values of familial
connection, respect, and financial security significantly affect Sikh college students.
Strong familial support and high parental expectations encourage persistence and
motivate students to strive for academic success. Their strong connections with family
mean that they live under their parents' influence longer than non-Sikhs. They speak
Punjabi so that they can communicate with grandparents who do not speak English.
Sikh students face microaggressions based on their cultural practices such as not eating
meat. They experience invalidation of interethnic differences because non-Sikhs assume
them to be Muslim, Hindu, or another ethnicity. Sikh students accommodate and adapt to
mainstream culture by dressing and behaving in Western ways. They express a sense of
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double consciousness and, for some like Crystal, the psychological stress of living
between two cultures and the discrimination she has faced are causing her to reject Sikh
culture.
The following section discusses findings concerning the social factors affecting
Sikh community college students' progress and success.

Social Factors Affecting Sikh College Students' Progress and Success
The third research question was: "What do Sikh students perceive to be the social
factors affecting their progress and success in community college?" To address this
question, student participants were asked to talk about their impressions of the campus
social climate, interactions between Sikh and non-Sikh students, their own social
experiences, and any concerns they may have in the current political climate. Two themes
emerged from student participants' responses:
•

Social relationships

•

Racism/Concerns for personal and family safety

Social relationships
Student narratives included within this theme concern perceptions of Lakeview
College's social climate and their own social experiences. Jerry's comment represents
Sikh students' impressions: "There's not a lot going on [here] on this campus.
Everybody has this kindred feeling that you need to come here to get your classes done.
I'm not here to join clubs. I'm here to get my classes done." Students indicate that they
come to campus to attend class and leave when class is over. As Keira explains: "I don't
really spend much time on campus. My whole thing with school is just come, do your
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work, and then get your stuff and go. The social climate - It's do what you need to do
and go." Singh agrees: "I don't think there really is one. I haven't met a lot of people
outside of classes. I was hoping to meet a lot of new people." Sikh students' lack of
involvement with Lakeview College is troubling given substantial evidence that student
engagement is important to success. Cress and Ikeda (2003) state: "The kind of
integration (Tinto, 1987) and engagement (Astin, 1993b; Pace, 1984) that students
experience with their academic
community can affect both their sense of self as well as their educational development"
(p. 77). According to Webber, Krylow, and Zhang (2013):
many scholars report that when students actively participate in curricular and
cocurricular events, they make friends, become oriented to campus quickly, get to
know faculty members, and make important gains in critical thinking (Astin,
1993; Bauer & Bennett, 2008; Kuh, Kinzie, Buckley, Bridges, & Hayek, 2007;
and Pike, Kuh, & Massa-McKinley, 2008).
Nguyen et al.'s previously discussed 2016 study conducted among Asian American
students at UCLA found that these students had "feelings of isolation and lack of
representation on campus." Students sought community and space. The authors state:
"that space, and thus the student organizations that provide, support, and contribute to
those spaces, are a critical component of AAPI perceptions of campus." (p.16). Museus
(2008) discusses the importance of ethnic student organizations:
For minority students who experience barriers as a result of the cultures of PWis
[predominately White institutions], institutional subcultures can be a critical
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factor in their ability to find membership on their campuses (Kuh & Love, 2000).
A small and growing body of research indicates that at least one type of
subculture-ethnic student organizations--can play an important role in
positively shaping the experiences and outcomes of racial/ethnic minority
students. (p. 569).
Although Lakeview has Puente and Umoja programs for Latino/a and African American
students, there are no student organizations or programs targeted for Sikh students.
Regarding social climate within the classroom, Ray says that he is more
comfortable when he is not the only Sikh student in a class:
When there are more of my kind of people, it's like a confidence thing, you know.
I kind of feel like you can adapt better. But I know how to talk to all kinds of
people. I get along with people of all sorts of races. [pause] It's good to have one
of your people, you know. You just feel safer. They understand you, your
background and where you come from. When there are more of your kind of
people, it helps communication.
Ray's observation suggests that he does not feel accepted or understood in a class where
he is the only Sikh. He says that having another Sikh student makes him "feel safer" and
"helps communication," indicating that he may not be interacting or participating in
classes without the presence of another Sikh.
Sikh students display a wide range of social interaction patterns with non-Sikh
students. Jerry indicates that he has a diverse group of friends, including "Whites,
African-American, Mexican, Asian." Keira has some Latino and Caucasian friends. She
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feels: "If all your friends are Punjabi then you're stuck in this little box with just these
same people and you don't really get to know anyone else and what goes on with other
people." In contrast to Jerry and Keira, Patty has only one non-Sikh friend and she is not
a close friend. Patty explains:
All my friends except one are Punjabi. My neighbor, she's Sikh Punjabi and she's
my best friend and we have a little friend group and they're all Sikh Punjabi. I
have one friend who's not Sikh, but she's not part of that friend group. I'm a
quiet, shy person. I don't go out and talk to a lot of people. Sometimes I feel like I
would be judged - not at school but out in the world. I just feel like I wouldn't
mix well.
Patty feels more comfortable around other Sikh girls, thinking that non-Sikhs might
"judge" her. Several other Sikh students mention being judged by others. Nick describes
his discomfort when "someone judges you and stares at you." Kaur notes that: "There are
some Indians that actually judge other Indians that are from India. They think they're
better because they were born in America." These comments suggest that, for these
students, to be judged is to be to be looked down on. Nick's account of his relationships
with non-Sikhs friends reveals his concern about being judged as odd or different. He
says that he sees his White friends during the day at school but would never think of
hanging out with them at night:
At night, I only hang out with my Sikh friends. We hang out with Indian people
because we know the language; we have the same background. I don't get the
same comfortableness that I would with Indian people because there are things I
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can say in Punjabi and also the things we are doing are common, like playing
games or the food we're eating and the language we're talking in and stuff like
that. And the things that we share in our Indian culture are our secret. And sharing
it with White people would be good, too, but it would be a little bit different or
weird because I act childish or like a kid with my Indian friends. If I do that with
my White friends, I'd get a bad reputation. Things that I do with my Indian
friends, like jokes I play they know that I'm joking and what kind of person I am.
With White people, I might act weird and I would regret it. Like what if I said
certain things or act a certain way and I go home and I'm like "why did I do
that?"
In this example of double consciousness Nick feels he cannot be himself with White
friends. He can relax and act naturally with other Sikhs but believes this behavior might
be judged "weird" by non-Sikhs.
For some student participants, cultural differences such as curfews make
friendships with non-Sikhs somewhat problematic. As Harvey says: "a lot of my White
friends, they're out till two or three in the morning." Kaur distances herself from friends
who want to stay out late and urge her to lie to her parents so she can join them: "I'm not
so close to them anymore due to that reason. I try to hang out with people who are more
like me. My friends know I won't lie to my parents." For Singh, his mother's lack of
English proficiency makes it difficult when he brings non-Sikh friends home: "I feel like
it's a lot different for them coming over. It's like a whole different vibe at the house. My
mom, she doesn't speak English very well so she can't really talk to them."
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The Sikh cultural norm prohibiting girls from dating significantly affects their
social activities. While the other female Sikh students accept the ban on dating, Crystal
takes a different approach. Crystal dates, but hides it from her parents. She describes
skipping a night class in which she is earning an "A" to go on a date instead. She
rationalizes that her parents don't understand life in America and "White people things":
Being the first generation here, you're going to have [differences]. There's no
such thing as just having boyfriends or going on a date. That's not a thing, really.
Like I hide any dating I do. That's all secret. Like I get along with them but
they're not going to understand White people things so you just have to kind
of do that on your own.
Keira says that even being friends with someone of the opposite gender is discouraged
because in India such friendships are frowned upon. She and her siblings have explained
to her parents that in this country these friendships are normal and casual. Her parents
now understand but her grandparents still don't accept mixed-gender friendships: "They
see it as 'No, that shouldn't happen. Girls should be friends with girls; guys should be
friends with guys'."
Racism/Concerns for personal and family safety
Dovidio, Gaertner, Kawakami, and Hodson (2002) discuss what psychologists
term "aversive racism." Individuals with aversive racism typically reject overtly racist
attitudes and believe themselves to be without such feelings. Aversive racism is often
expressed through microaggressions, the subtle slights and insults that targets of bias
face, which usually occur without the perpetrator's awareness (Boysen, 2010). Sikh
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student participants describe experiencing microaggressions, although they do not always
recognize them as such. Often microaggressions are characterized as unwelcome teasing
or jokes. Jasmine says that other students make jokes about her having an arranged
marriage or having a dowry. Kaur is insulted when a non-Sikh student asks her if she is
going to have an arranged marriage: "My parents had a love marriage. Why would I get
an arranged marriage?" Mara describes an incident that angered her because of a racist
assumption about Indian women:
We were sharing our careers - it was in a career planning class - and this guy said
"Oh, you're planning to have a career. Don't most Indian wives sit at home?" And
I was like, my aunt's a doctor, another aunt's a lawyer, one's a legal assistant, one
of my friends who's newly married has a company on the East Coast. I don't
think they're just sitting at home.
Mara felt the need to answer the racist question with evidence to dispute its assumption.
Sikh students indicate that other students are typically uninformed concerning
Sikhism and Punjabi culture. When asked her impression of how non-Sikh students view
Sikh students, Jasmine says: "They think you're like really different, a little oddball, that
you fit a stereotype or something. And they sometimes ask ignorant questions. I don't
think it's necessarily their fault. They just don't know a lot about it [Sikh culture]."
As discussed earlier, speaking with an Indian accent or mispronouncing words is
often met with microaggressions. Singh says "I've never encountered it myself, but I
have seen other people being bullied. It's usually kids that don't speak English really
well." He relates an experience in high school where he intervened when non-Sikhs boys
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were harassing a Sikh student about his limited English. Most of the Sikh students in the
sample indicate that overt bullying behavior in college is rare. It has been replaced by
more subtle but equally racist acts of microaggression. Mara says: "You see people b~ing
belittled." She talks about a Sikh woman in one of her classes who is going back to
school: "You can tell sometimes it's hard for her. She's not been in school for awhile
and at home with her kids she's probably speaking Punjabi, but she knows what she's
talking about." The woman sometimes stumbles over words or can't think of what she
wants to say. Mara initially describes the chuckling and sneering of some other students
in the class as ''teasing," then revises the description to "belittling, because it is like that."
Mara is experiencing vicarious racism.
Another form of microaggression Sikh students face is disconfrrming responses,
such as failure to acknowledge a communication attempt. Keira says she can tell when
non-Sikh students don't want to interact with her: "You just get that vibe from someone.
You know they feel you're so different from them that they don't want to interact with
you or get to know you and stuff." Keira sense of rejection for being "so different" is
damaging to her sense of self. Nick's comments clearly demonstrate how disconfrrmation
impacts him:
There are some times when I've had a question about a class or something and I
tried asking someone and they would just not talk with me or ignore me because
it's unnecessary or irrelevant. They don't value me. They don't want to talk to
me. It makes me feel uncomfortable and a little bit angry, too.
The impervious response Nick describes undermines his sense of self-worth, suggesting
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to him that others feel he is not valued, not worth talking to.
Further microaggression in the form ofmicroinvalidation occurs when Sikh
students are treated as foreigners or strangers. Students feel frustrated and angry when
they are asswned not to be Americans. Jasmine relates that in her senior year of high
school, a counselor noted that she was talcing an English class and inquired:
"Oh, do you have trouble with English because you're not American?" I was so
shocked. I was born and raised in America. My parents are American citizens. My
dad went to college here. My mom did go to college in India, but she's an
American citizen now. So it's like everyone in my family is American. I was born
and raised here. No, I do not have issues with English. I have all A's in English.
I excel in English. It felt so rude. I didn't go to that counselor again.
The counselor was making racist assumptions similar to those described earlier by Mara
who says instructors question her English proficiency because of her "brown skin."
Jasmine's counselor further insults her by assuming she is not American, putting her
firmly in the "foreigner" category.
Some racist acts reported by Sikh students represent microassaults, conscious and
intentional actions or slurs. Kaur describes a frightening incident at a gas station in a
small rural community outside of Lakeview. She and her mother were on the way to
attend a Sikh event and were wearing traditional Sikh clothing. As she was putting gas in
her car, she was accosted by an angry man who shouted "Go back to India" and "You' re
not going to be allowed to wear that here anymore." Kaur says she responded: "I'm an
American. If I go back to India, they'll kick me out. And then the guy said the 'f word. I
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was shaking and I just drove away."
Discrimination against Sikh students is not new (Gibson, 1988; Verma, 2006), but
today the social and political environment is arguably even more challenging for Sikh
students than in the past. Consistent with findings from previous research (Boychuk,
2015; Sikh Coalition, 2014; Verma, 2006), student participants say they are often
assumed to be Muslim. This misidentification and anti-immigrant prejudice overall raise
safety concerns for Sikh students. Keira believes wearing a turban can be dangerous: "A
lot of hate crimes are towards Sikhs because of the turban and stuff. People think, 'O.K
they're wearing a turban, so they're Muslim'. So they get targeted like that." Several
students mention having friends or relatives who have been victimized because they wear
turbans. Harvey believes: "A lot of people are Islamophobic but they don't even know it.
Like "'Oh, I'm not afraid of Muslims', but if you put them next to someone with a
turban, they'll probably get uneasy. And most people don't even know what a Sikh is."
Harvey is describing an instance of aversive racism. He discusses the negative effect of
wearing a turban on his cousin's college experience:
My cousin wears a turban and he tells me he gets dirty looks from people all the
time and he's like nervous around other people in class. And it makes it hard for
him to make friends. But since I have a haircut now - I don't wear a turban - it
makes me kind of glad 'cause I don't want to be treated like that. So his [Harvey's
cousin's] academics are definitely affected by the way he looks. It's [his academic
experience] not as good as it could be because of the way he looks, his religion.
According to the Southern Poverty Law Center (2016b, para. 36): "There has been an
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incredible increase in anti-Muslim and anti-immigrant sentiment over the past few
years .... The presidential campaign has also produced some of the rawest nativist appeals
in recent memory." Sikh student participants in this study are aware of and concerned
about overt racism and hate crimes. Kaur believes that
Trump's supporters-They're uniting the field for hate. People are openly racist
and hateful. I had a friend on Facebook who actually said, 'If your skin's not
white, you shouldn't be in America'. I deleted that person right away.
Kaur describes how she has altered her dress in response to her fear of being harassed.
She wears the traditional kara (bracelet) but now she keeps it hidden beneath her sleeve.
"I never used to but I don't want someone to see me and be like 'Oh, you're different'. I
don't want someone to come up to me and start saying things to me." Kaur does not
want to draw attention to herself by openly wearing something that might be recognized
as Sikh or assumed to be Muslim. She fears negative reactions.
Crystal says she feels like a lot of people are racist but try to hide it:
Some students I see talking are such big believers in Trump and they're talking
about how he wants to deport all the colored people and that kinda means me
then. So you don't want me here? If you are believing in all that then that
probably means you have something in you that doesn't like colored people. Like
I feel that's still in a lot of people and they just try to cover it because a lot of
[other] people aren't going to be O.K. with that.
Keira tries to be philosophical about dealing with racism:
You kind of have to ignore it. That's just the way some people are. You can't
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change the way they view others - how they deal with diversity. You have to grow
a thick skin and get over it.
But Keira also acknowledges some discomfort even when at school:
Because ofmy religious beliefs, I feel some fallout from racist issues. Facing
racism, that's a big fear in my mind. So I'm like really cautious when I walk
through the halls and things."
Several student participants have friends who have been victims of hate crimes.
Kaur has a friend in San Jose whose car was spray-painted with racial epithets. Ajay and
Jasmine each mention friends whose car tires were slashed. Experiencing
microaggressions and being aware of hate crimes inevitably affects Sikh students,
raising concerns for their personal safety and the safety of family members. Sikh students
are very aware of the current political climate with racist acts of violence committed
against Sikhs. Mara says that she is "really involved with the Indian news and what goes
around, why things like that [racist acts] happen, so that bothers me." Harvey's parents
listen to a Punjabi radio station and talk to him about stories of racist violence in the
news. Keira describes the current environment: "You've got to be more cautious. In the
Sikh community, even over social media, you hear like 'this person was assaulted' or
'this happened here' or 'this couple was shot up'." Students feel that they and their
families are more vulnerable to racist acts as a result of rhetoric in the 2016 presidential
election. Jasmine says she is more concerned for her safety than she was in the past:
I feel like I'm more aware of stuff going on around California and on campuses
and stuff. I don't want anything to happen to me and that's in the back ofmy
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mind- my safety. Last year, my first year of college I didn't experience anything.
This year I feel like people are a little more [pause]. I feel like it's the politics.
People will say things, you'll hear things. So I'm more concerned now.
For Nick, the fact that he is a relatively recent arrival and not as fluent in English as
others makes him feel vulnerable:
Sometimes students look at me - white ones - they probably think since I have
hard time in English, I'm from another country and they probably think with
racism, you know, what happens with terrorist attacks and 9/11, so with that it
makes an impact on us, too. So if someone judges you and stares at you, it's not a
good relationship, and it makes me feel a little bit scared or nervous, not giving
him eye contact because I feel bad. Scared and nervous and I don't know what's
going to happen next. Is he going to say something or come up to me or
something like that?
Patty feels that the current environment is "kind of scary because you've have to be more
careful. You always hear about hate crimes. Someone murdering a Sikh person 'cause
they think he is Muslim." She is concerned for her grandmother who wears traditional
clothing when she goes for walks in the early morning. Patty tells her to go walking in the
middle of the day when it's safer. She says: "You've got to be careful at the moment.
You can't just ignore it- say it won't happen to you - because it could."
Other Sikh students are also concerned for the safety of their families, particularly
fathers and grandfathers who wear turbans because, as Mara points out "A turban is a red
flag." Mara says her grandfather wears a turban and when she is out with her family,
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people can see that they are Sikh. She says that sometimes people say rude things but that
the family just has to ignore them because
you never know what that person might end up doing or you just tick them off
really quickly. That kind of scares me especially if you're just walking around.
You never know what anyone can do.
Harvey explains that his father wears a turban and "I don't want him to ever get jumped.
Like I read about Sikhs being victims of hate crimes and I hope that never happens to my
dad." Harvey mentions that several years ago, two Sikh men were shot and killed in Elk
Grove. He says: "When I hear about it [hate crimes against Sikhs] I feel awful because
that could be my parents and they're peaceful people."

Summary of social factors
Social factors influencing Sikh students fall into one of two themes: Social
relationships and Racism/Fears for personal and family safety. Sikh students spend time
on campus only to attend classes and feel little connection to Lakeview College, with one
student describing the campus social climate as "non-existent." Social relationships with
non-Sikh students are complicated by Sikh cultural norms such as early curfews and
prohibition of dating. While some Sikh students have friends of other ethnicities and
races, many students feel more comfortable with Sikh friends. Some are concerned that
they and their behavior would be "judged" by non-Sikhs.

In their interactions with non-Sikh students, Sikh students face microaggressions
such as jokes about presumed but untrue cultural practices like arranged marriages. They
experience disconfirming responses when their communication attempts are ignored by
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other students. They are apprehensive that they will be approached by someone intending
to shame them or worse. One student describes a microassault, when she was accosted at
a gas station by a man shouting racial slurs. Students are very aware of the current
climate of Islamophobia and hostility towards immigrants. They have friends who have
been victims of hate crimes and hear about violent attacks against Sikhs. They fear for the
safety of older family members who dress in traditional Sikh clothing.

Summary of the Findings
Figure 1 below summarizes the themes representing the academic, cultural and
social factors that affect S1kh college students' progress and success. The interactions and
interrelationships among the three kinds of factors are indicated by the arrows. Within the
category of academic factors, for example, an unfamiliarity with Western references can
result in microaggressions, a social effect. Parental expectations for their success, a
cultural factor, serve to support students academically through motivation and advice.
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Figure 1. Summary of Factors Affecting Sikh Students' Progress and Success

ACADEMIC
Lack of College Readiness
Language/Content Challenges
Support Sources
Interactions with Instructors

CULTURAL

SOCIAL

Model Minority Asswnptions
Parental Expectations
Cultural Values
Cultural Accommodations/
Adaptations

Social Relationships
Racism/Concern for PersQnal
and Family Safety

A discussion of the summary findings follows.
RQ 1. What do Sikh students perceive to be the academic factors affecting their progress
and success in community college?
Four themes emerge from an analysis of transcripts of interviews with Sikh
students: Lack of four-year college readiness; Language and culturally-embedded
curricular content challenges; Sources of student academic support; and Interactions with
instructors. Sikh students represent a range of preparedness for higher education that
belies the model minority stereotype (Assalone & Fann, 2016; Ngo & Lee, 2007;
Teranishi, 2002b). Although two students say they were ready to go straight from high
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school to a four-year academic institution, most describe a lack of readiness in specific
subjects or say that they and their parents perceived the need for an interim step to adjust
to the demands of college.
Several factors are negatively affecting student performance. Having difficulty
understanding instructors who speak too quickly or who have pronounced accents are
concerns for students. Speaking with an Indian accent is viewed as a liability that
generates negative attention. Students who speak with an Indian accent or mispronounce
English words suffer microaggressions such as derisive smirking and laughter. Teachers'
use of unfamiliar vocabulary and culturally-embedded references are sources of
confusion students mention which also lead to microaggressions.
Students receive academic support from three sources: institutional sources,
including counselors and tutors at the Student Success Center; parents and other family
members; and other Sikh students, both close friends and classmates. Consistent with
findings from previous research (Buenavista, 2010; Lew, 2004; Teranishi, 2000a), Sikh
students describe problems in their experiences with counselors, including: difficulty of
access to counselors; receiving misinformation regarding requirements for degrees and
transfers; not obtaining actionable information regarding transfer procedures; and rude
and dismissive treatment by counselors.
Parents and other family members are important sources of information and
support. Sikh parents are involved in students' academic lives, helping them stay on
track. Students consult siblings and other relatives who have attended Lakeview College
for guidance in navigating the college and choosing courses and instructors. When Sikh

126
students have questions or concerns in their classes, they tum to other Sikh students for
help. Some students believe the advice and guidance they get from these non-institutional
sources is more helpful than advice they receive from counselors.
Student narratives of their interactions with professors illustrate the impact that
instructors' attitudes, demeanor, and behavior have on Sikh students' academic progress.
Sikh students describe both positive and negative interactions with professors. Instructors
are discussed who create open, welcoming learning environments, who appreciate
diversity, and who go out of their way to tutor a student who asks for help. Conversely,
students describe other instructors who establish hostile, overly competitive classroom
environments and who insult ethnic minorities and Sikh cultural practices. The nature of
their interactions with instructors is a significant factor influencing students' perceptions
of their academic experience.
RQ 2. What do Sikh students perceive to be the cultural factors affecting their progress
and success in community college?
Sikh students discussed how their experiences as college students are influenced
by their Sikh culture, including how being Sikh affects their educational and career goals.
Four themes emerge in their responses: Assumptions related to Model Minority Theory;
Parental expectations and influence; Significant cultural values, including familial
connection, respect, and financial security; and Cultural accommodations and
adaptations.
All Sikh student participants are aware of the model minority concept and many
have experienced having the stereotype applied to them by instructors and other students.
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Most students reject the stereotype based on their personal observations, although a few
seem to have internalized it. Some recognize it as racist in implying that Asian students
are somehow fundamentally different than non-Asians. Consistent with one component
of Model Minority Theory, students generally agree that Indian parents prefer their
children to enter careers in medicine and engineering because of their stability and
financial benefits. Several students describe negotiating with parents who wanted them to
go into medicine. They compromise by majoring in business, which they believe will also
lead to high-paying careers. Parental expectations that they will be successful are
important to students and are viewed as motivating them to do well academically.
Among the cultural factors influencing the progress and success of Sikh college
students, three cultural values are significant: familial connection; respect; and financial
security. It is common for several generations of Sikh families to reside together. All
student participants are residing at home and most mention grandparents living in their
households. Sikh students express close emotional ties with their parents, one student
describing it as "a different level of connection." Respect is a significant value in Sikh
culture, discussed by students in several forms: receiving respect for their beliefs from
non-Sikhs; showing respect for elders; and being respected within the Sikh community.
Having financial security is highly valued among the Sikh students and their families.
Taken together, parental expectations and the three values of familial connection, respect,

and financial security influence students' persistence in higher education, striving to earn
high grades, and choice of career paths leading to "practical," stable, and high paying
professions.
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Sikh students perceive differences between Sikh culture and mainstream
American culture that affect their lives inside and outside of the college environment.
They believe that, while in White families, people are generally expected to move out
when they are 18 years old, Sikh young adults are expected to continue living in their
parents' homes. Parental rules generally include early curfews for males and restrictions
on evening outings for females. Dating is prohibited for girls and friendships with boys
are discouraged.
In describing accommodations they make to navigate between two cultures, Sikh
students discuss personal appearance and adaptive behavior. Male students forgo the
traditional uncut hair covered by a turban to avoid negative reactions from non-Sikhs.
Several students mention having friends or relatives who have been targets of racist
treatment because they wear turbans. All these Sikh students wear W estem-style clothing
to campus, although some wear traditional Sikh garments when they attend Sikh events.
Students say they adjust their behavior between Sikh and mainstream cultural settings. At
home, they are quieter and more respectful; in mainstream settings, they are more
outgoing. Feelings expressed by students suggest DuBois' concept of double
consciousness, the stress of living in two cultures and facing stereotyping, racism, and
internal conflict between cultures.
RQ 3. What do Sikh students perceive to be the social factors affecting their progress
and success in community college?
Students were asked to discuss the social experiences and relationships that
influence them as college students. Two themes emerge from student narratives:
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Social relationships and Racism/Concerns for personal and family safety.
Sikh students display a wide range of social interaction patterns with non-Sikh
students. A few have friends of diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds, but most indicate
they are more comfortable with other Sikh students. Some Sikh cultural norms, such as
early curfews and the prohibition of dating, complicate social relationships between Sikh
and non-Sikh students.
Microaggressions against Sikh students by non-Sikh students are common. Some
take the form of unwelcome teasing and joking. These often reflect misperceptions of
Sikh culture, such as the assumption that marriages are arranged or that Sikh women do
not have careers outside the home. Other forms of microaggressions include: making
assumptions based on the model minority stereotype; belittling students who speak with
an Indian accent or mispronounce words; practicing disconfirming communication, such
as ignoring a Sikh student when he tries to speak to a non-Sikh student; and
microinvalidation, such as assuming that a Sikh student is not an American.
Student participants say they are often misidentified as Muslims. In the current
political climate of Islamophobia and anti-immigrant sentiment encouraged by rhetoric in
the 2016 presidential election, students are keenly aware of racist acts against Sikhs. One
of the Sikh students was accosted by a man shouting racist slurs. Several students report
having friends who have been targets of hate crimes. Experiencing microaggressions and
being aware of hate crimes cause Sikh students to be concerned for their personal safety
and the safety of family members. They are fearful for the safety of parents and
grandparents who wear traditional Sikh clothing, particularly turbans.
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The current study' s findings demonstrate that microaggressions against Sikh
students occur in all aspects of their lives. Figure 2 shows the types of microaggressions
and other acts of racism discussed in each of the three contexts, academic, cultural, and
social.

Figure 2. Summary of Microaggressions Against Sikh Students

• Discrimination by counselors
• Racist remarks from instructors
• Sha.ming by others for accent or
unfamiliarity with references
• Model Minority assumpttons
• Disrespect of cultural practices'by
others
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•
•
•
•
•

Jok~s /Insulting questions
Disconfirming responses
Microinyalidation
Microassaults
Hate ~rimes

The chapter which follows discusses implications of the study findings and
recommendations for policy and for further research.

i
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Chapter 5
CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Contributions of This Study
The goal of this qualitative study is to facilitate understanding of Sikh students'
experiences with the institutional structure of community college, with the intersection of
Sikh culture and the dominant mainstream culture, and with social interactions in the
community college setting. The study illuminates the unique experiences of Sikh
community college students, identifying factors that promote and factors that inhibit their
academic progress and success. This research addresses a significant gap in the literature
concerning Sikh American students in higher education institutions. Lew et al (2005)
describe Asian American community college students as the "overlooked minority" (p.
64). Numerous scholars (e.g., Liu, J., 2001) argue for the need to disaggregate the Asian
American category and examine the needs of individual ethnicities. Some previous
research has been conducted with Sikh high school students (Chawla, 2001; Gibson,
1988; Verma, 2004). The current study address the need for research in higher education,
using an AsianCrit lens and a phenomenological approach to examine the academic,
cultural, and social factors that affect Sikh college students. It takes place among Sikh
students at Lakeview Community College, located in a semi-rural area of northern
California.

Sikh students and their families are directly affected by the issues which this
study examines. Community college leaders may be informed by the study's findings
which contribute to the understanding of how best to promote the progress and success of
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Sikh students. Understanding how Sikh students negotiate a community college
environment constructed for the dominant culture provides insights for policy, counseling
and curriculum that facilitate Sikh American student success.
Implications of the Findings

Findings from the current study demonstrate that microaggressions against Sikh
students occur in all three aspects of their lives explored in this study. Any educational
policies developed to promote the success of Punjabi Sikh college students must proceed
from this reality. Using a Critical Race Theory approach reveals that Sikh students
experience discrimination from instructors, counselors, and other students. Applying
AsianCrit specifically identifies microaggressions based on Model Minority Theory
assumptions. such as being gifted in math and science. Some instructors and non-Sikh
students accept the stereotype and question Sikh students' statements that they do not
excel in these subjects. While some instructors hold model minority stereotypes, others
express racist attitudes by making assumptions of inferior English language competence
based on Indian ethnicity.
Sikh students indicate they are not being well-served by counselors, who treat
them dismissively or rudely, misinform them about academic requirements, and
discourage them from pursing their goals. Some instructors create classroom
environments hostile to Sikhs and disparage Sikh practices. Other students shame Sikh
students who speak with an Indian accent or who are unfamiliar with culturallyembedded curricular references. These incidents occur in classroom settings. Instructors
are not addressing the microaggressions associated with accents, mispronunciation,

133
vocabulary, and unfamiliarity with culturally-embedded references occurring in their
classrooms.
An AsianCrit lens also exposes the existence of nativistic racism. The current
anti-immigrant, Islamophobic climate adds a significant and disturbing element to the
concept of nativistic racism. Some Sikh students report that others deny their status as
Americans, telling them to "Go back to India." In addition to the stresses of experiencing
double consciousness, Sikh students are anxious about their personal and family safety.
Cress and Ikeda discuss the "internalized pain of prejudice and discrimination" (2003,
p.91). Many of the Sikh students in this study expressed this pain in their anecdotal
commentaries. Students provide evidence that their sense of self and self-worth are often
challenged by microaggressions, microinvalidations, disconfirmations, and microassaults.
Sikh students draw strength from their close-knit familial and cultural
connections. Their parents are a significant source of support. For some, cultural pride
and a sense of belonging within the family and the culture are a platform from which they
operate. These factors promote their progress and success. Identifying the challenges
facing Sikh students is the first step in developing policies and practices to eliminate
barriers to their success.
Recommendations based on the study' s findings appear in the next section.
Recommendations for Practice and Policy

Recommendation 1: This study has illuminated the psychological stresses that
Sikh students face because of racism and double consciousness. Appropriate targeted
counseling should be accessible to Sikh students.
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Recommendation 2: Given the fundamental importance of instructors' attitudes,
behaviors, and demeanor on their students, hiring practices for instructors should
emphasize the instructor's aptitude for interacting with students, staff, and faculty of
diverse backgrounds.
Recommendation 3: Professional development courses should be designed that
inform instructors and counselors on the cultural backgrounds of their Sikh students and
the linguistic and content challenges Sikh students face in the classroom. The
establishment and modeling of inclusive, respectful behavior by
instructors could mitigate the painful microaggressions some Sikh students experience
because they speak with an Indian accent or are unfamiliar with western cultural
references.
Recommendation 4: Professional development sessions should specifically
address and question Model Minority Theory and its associated stereotype, encouraging
participants to reexamine assumptions they may hold.
Recommendation 5: Curriculum review should include consideration of the Eurowestern bias of instructional materials and attempt to make references and examples more
reflective of cultural diversity.
Recommendation 6: The problems Sikh students have with counselor access,
misinformation, inadequate information, and rude and dismissive treatment represent an
institutional barrier to their success. A review of counselor training and practice is
necessary to begin to address this barrier.
Recommendation 7: Parental expectations and influence on Sikh students'
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educational and career plans have implications for career counseling. While career
counseling is often focused on a student's interests (Lew et al, 2005), Sikh students
experience pressure to conform to their parents' goals for them. Counselors need to be
aware of this dynamic and take it into account when advising Sikh students.
Recommendation 8: The few students who get help from the institution's tutoring
center report being satisfied with the help they receive. However, several other students
who might have benefitted from tutoring did not seek it. Individual instructors and
Student Success Center representatives need to do more to encourage students who are
struggling in classes to get tutoring help. Classroom visits by Student Success Center
representatives could be made after the first few weeks of the semester, when students
may be aware of their need for assistance in the subject.
Recommendation 9: Fear is an obvious barrier to learning. Community colleges
must commit to the concept that they are "safe zones" where Sikh students, and any other
students, need not fear verbal or physical abuse. The safe zone concept must be
communicated by all leaders, faculty, and staff in the institution.
Recommendation 10: Sikh students find little to make them feel a part of the
campus community. A more inclusive environment could be promoted through activities
such as special event days where student diversity is celebrated. A program like Puente
and Umoja could be developed for Sikh students.

Limitations of This Study
This qualitative study is intended to center the voices of Sikh American students
at Lakeview Community College in their telling of how they negotiate between the
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academic, cultural, and social aspects of their lives. Their experiences and the factors that
affect their progress and success are not necessarily representative of Sikh students at all
community colleges. Further research will be needed to establish whether the findings of
this study are reflected by the voices of Sikh students in other settings.
Recommendations for Future Study

Future research could determine whether the experiences of these Sikh
community college students in the semi-rural environment of Lakeview College are
shared by Sikh students in more heavily populated suburban areas and cities as well as in
other regions of the country. Comparable research could compare the experiences of Sikh
students born in the U.S. with those who are immigrants. Examining the experiences of
former Sikh community college students who have transferred to four-year colleges and
universities would shed light on factors that affected their transfer process and that are
affecting their progress and success at four-year institutions. Sikh students correctly
perceive that mainstream American society is uninformed about Sikhs and Sikhism
(Stanford University Peace Innovation Lab & SALDEF, 2013). Similarly, little is known
about the educational needs of, and challenges facing, Sikh students at all academic
levels. Future research could examine the experiences of Sikh students in elementary
schools, secondary schools, community colleges, and four-year colleges and universities.
The microaggressions Sikh students face begin in childhood. Future studies theoretically
grounded in AsianCrit could reveal structural barriers to student success at all academic
levels. Research could attempt to identify program interventions that have succeeded in
mitigating the impact of microaggressions and other racist acts on Sikh students.
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Quantitative surveys could determine the incidence of factors identified in this
study, for example microaggressions based on culturally-embedded curriculum.
Quantitative studies could also be conducted to disaggregate the Asian American
category and permit examination of demographics such as educational achievement by
Punjabi Sikhs and other specific ethnicities. This would provide a more nuanced
understanding of the diverse ethnicities grouped under the Asian American umbrella.

Closing Thoughts
Regarding racism and hate crimes against Sikhs and Muslims, Patty speaks for
many when she says:
It's there and you have to deal with it but it will change. People will finally
understand that we're not the same. And the thing is, not all Muslims are
terrorists. It has to change. If not [pause] it just has to change. We try so hard to
change people's minds and some people just don't want to listen.
Patterns of prejudice are deeply entrenched. Transformative leadership (Nevarez, Wood

& Penrose, 2013) will be necessary to bring about institutional changes and changes in
hearts and minds. Sikh students are working hard to become part of the American
tapestry. Educational leaders in community colleges have the responsibility to make that
happen within their institutions.
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Appendix A
POSITIONALITY OF THE RESEARCHER
I have taught at Lakeview College for the last four years and many of my classes
have included Sikh students. My familiarity with Sikh students facilitated the research
process, yet the cultural and ethnic mismatch between myself and the respondents in this
study is undeniable. In discussing race, culture, and researcher positionality, Milner
(2007) states that researchers need not come from the racial or cultural community under
study to conduct research within that community. He argues that what is important is
"that researchers possess or are pursuing deeper racial and cultural knowledge about
themselves and the community or people under study" (p. 388).
Growing up in a middle class White family, I attended suburban public schools
where students of color were also from middle class families. I began to consider issues
of hegemony and racism in my master's degree program in Communication Studies. I
became interested in concepts such as how mass media reinforces hegemony and how
various ethnicities are portrayed in cinema and television. I examined such issues from an
"academic" viewpoint as an observer. During the doctoral program in Education, I have
been required to "get my hands dirty" - to look at the consequences of hegemony on
human lives. I have learned how educational inequity functions to keep some in power
while others remain disadvantaged and oppressed. I have experienced numerous
challenges to my awareness and assumptions.
I have been pursuing a deeper knowledge and understanding of Punjabi Sikhs and
the religion of Sikhism for several years. In the fall 2014 semester, one of my Sikh
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students invited me to attend the annual Sikh Parade, which commemorates the adoption
of Sikhism's holy scripture, Siri Guru Granth Sahib. My student's family was very
welcoming and I was impressed by the joyous and festive atmosphere. In preparation for
my dissertation's research, I attended services at the gurdwara and classes held at the
gurdwara on Sikh history. I spoke informally with Sikh community members and former
students.
Merriam (2009) states that there are "pluses and minuses involved in any
combination of interviewer and respondent" (p. 108). The author urges that the
interviewer recognize the complexity of the interaction and maintain a "nonjudgmental,
sensitive, and respectful" stance towards the respondent (p. 109). In discussing the factor
of a demographic mismatch between interviewer and respondent, Seidman (1991) points
out that "interviewing requires interviewers to have enough distance to enable them to
ask real questions and to explore, not to share, assumptions" (p. 77). My experience in
conducting the interviews for this study was that student participants sought to explain
concepts to me as a non-Sikh that they might have assumed a Sikh researcher would
know, thereby providing a richer dialogue.
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AppendixB

INTERVIEW GUIDE

How are your classes going this semester?
How do you think you're doing?
How satisfied are you with the progress you're making?
Tell me about your experiences with the teachers here.
What about experiences with counselors?
How do you think the instructors and counselors here feel about helping Sikh students?

Tell me about how you think being Sikh may affect you as a college student.
How does being Sikh influence your academic life and goals?
How does your family feel about your being a community college student?
Tell me about some of the differences you see between Sikh culture and American
culture in general.
Are there differences between Sikh and American cultures that complicate things for
you? How do you handle that?

People sometimes talk about the social climate of a campus - what it feels like to be a
student at a particular school. How would you describe the atmosphere here?
What's the interaction like between Sikh and non-Sikh students?
How do you think the other students here feel about Sikh students?
- What makes you think that?
What expectations do other students have for Sikh students?
Have you seen or heard about any bullying of students? Tell me about that.

If you had a friend who was just starting here, what advice would you give that friend?
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