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ABSTRACT 
 
 

HMONG WOMEN'S ATTITUDE TOWARDS HIGHER EDUCATION: 
 

WHAT IS A HYPER-EDUCATED NYAB? 
 

by 
 

MaiHoua M. Lo 
 

Master of Arts in Social Science 
 

California State University, Chico 
 

Summer 2014 
 
 

From Central Asia surviving great battles, war, migrating to the mountains of 

Laos and resettlement in Thailand to the United States, the Hmong people have come a 

long way. Living in the United States the Hmong elders have resisted assimilation fearing 

that their children would lose all family traditions and values. The younger generations 

quickly acculturated transforming from traditional roles taking on new opportunities 

while living in the United States. Hmong daughters and nyabs are choosing to go against 

what people from rural Laos view as an unchangeable tradition, of following the path of 

getting married young and having as many children as possible. This thesis explores the 

contested nature of the Hmong women’s identity and their roles as it was back in their 

homeland, their struggles assimilating in the United States and their influences to pursue 

or not pursue higher education. 
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A quantitative and qualitative convenient survey was used to collect Hmong 

women’s perspective. The quantitative survey of 70 Hmong women’s age, generation, 

marital status, religious orientation and educational background were analyzed and 

crosstabulated to gain a better understanding of how marital status has impacted Hmong 

women‘s attitude towards higher education. The qualitative interview explored eight 

Hmong women’s individual perspectives and experience focusing on their roles and 

educational challenges allowing more detailed investigations of issues and answering 

these questions: 

a) What are the primary roles and responsibilities of Hmong women within their 

family? 

b) What life experiences impacted their decisions to purse or not pursue higher 

education? 

c) Have these traditional roles and responsibilities changed in their life time?   

The data analysis indicated that there are a number of factors that influence 

Hmong women’s decision to continue with higher education. Within this group surveyed 

and interviewed, when analyzing single and married Hmong women’s perspectives about 

their education, we could argue that married Hmong women have different attitudes 

towards higher education. Though all Hmong women had certain roles and 

responsibilities within the home, married women have obligational responsibilities in 

which played a major factor in influencing their attitudes towards higher education 

compared to single. 



 

1 

CHAPTER I 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 

Like an echo, as I was still fast asleep on that hot summer morning in 1983, I 

kept hearing a voice softly telling me to get up. Still so tired and curled up like a ball, and 

pulling up my blanket, I moaned back what I thought was a yes, even though I didn’t 

catch all of what the voice was telling me. I kicked my feet a couple of times and then 

fast asleep again; I blocked out and forgot whatever that voice had just asked of me. 

Moments later the voice vividly wakes me up to what seemed to be the crack of dawn. 

Eyes still closed, I listened closer, thinking I would hear no more, that voice no longer 

soft but now boisterous; it was my mom waking me up, “Sawv, sawv mus ncub mov.” 

“Get up, get up, and go steam the rice,” she said in Hmong, the language of our family, 

immigrants from Laos. It was not even seven in the morning yet, but that was considered 

late by my mom’s standard. And I was the typical 13-year-old Hmong daughter, who 

didn’t want to get up and cook rice, so I laid there pretending not to hear her, attempting 

to get a few more minutes of sleep in my bed in Wisconsin Rapids, Wisconsin.  

But it was my mom’s job to teach us girls to learn how to cook and clean, 

since one day we would be a nyab zoo, a good daughter-in-law, and we knew our duties, 

we would not be returned by our in-laws. But father also told me he wanted me to 

become a medical doctor and if it was too hard he would settle for me to be a nurse. 

These two careers seemed to be the only approved options. Little did they know of other 
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possibilities such as being a social worker, advisor or a career counselor? I never felt 

pressure for us to get married early by my parents but I was always warned about being 

captured to be someone’s bride should someone admire me. This was very common back 

in Laos. Little opportunity was given to me living in a household with six brothers, of 

whom five were older than me. As a Hmong daughter, having multiple older brothers 

meant I must be on my best behavior and respect all elders in the home. Any form of 

disgrace a person experienced could disrupt the entire family and clan (L. Moua & Riggs, 

2012, p. 6). Staying after school for extracurricular activities and hanging out with friends 

were considered unnecessary, since I could easily be influenced to do bad things that 

could become too habitual and no longer know my role as a Hmong daughter.  

Though immigrating to the U.S. meant opportunities, for Hmong women 

strictness was set to assure we did not lose our traditional values and cause for our 

parents to lose face. I questioned myself now in 2014, would I have been given more 

encouragement and support to pursue higher education had I not married at age 18? What 

type of support would I have received had I decided to become a nurse or a doctor like 

my father asked? Would I be valued just like a son to my family? As a married Hmong 

woman today, does the Hmong community judge me with whispered rumors to my 

husband when I turned away attempting to adequately perform my nyab duties, telling 

him to reconsider further support for me in pursuit of higher education? To better 

understand the number of obstacles Hmong women are challenged with and their attitude 

towards higher education we need to consider the historical, social, and cultural contexts 

of the Hmong people. 
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Background—Immigrants, One-and-Half  
Generation and Second Generation 

The Hmong people have come a long way since 5000 B.C. where traditions 

have rapidly emerged from Central Asia, until today when several hundred thousands are 

in the U.S. They have survived great battles, war, migration, and resettlement. After 

being conquered by the Han Chinese during the 19th century, the Hmong people were 

forced to migrate to Southern China, Laos, Thailand, and Vietnam (G. Lee, 2007). After 

siding with the Americans during the Vietnam War, fearing persecution, the Hmong 

people were forced to migrate again in 1973. Losing their homes and possessions, being 

separated from family members, hiding and hungry they crossed the Mekong River to get 

safety in Thailand. Some stayed giving up to the Vietcong while many ran fearing 

persecution, and only the lucky ones survived. The few reunited with loved ones and 

started a new life in the Thai refugee camps. Yearning for a peaceful life, the elders soon 

reestablished their way of life back to farming and raising their children. Having a large 

family was necessary to help with farming since there were no educational opportunities. 

Soon, there would be changes again to a new world and new society as the Thai 

government started to shut down the refugee camps in the 1980s. This forced many 

Hmong families to move and be separated again with only two choice of either 

immigrating to the U.S. or be relocated back to Laos. The Hmong who have no home 

slowly reconstructed their lives around new social norms as a result of living in the 

United States. The new life in the United States not only provided opportunities they 

never had, but it also came with a price of having to learn new rules, language, and 

unfamiliar social constructs.  
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This made it hard for many Hmong elders and faced many struggles due to 

external pressures to assimilate. Those who came as adults and were born in a foreign 

country are considered first generations. The one-and-a-half are those who were born in 

Laos or Thailand; however, have grown up in the United States (Anderson-Meger, 2006). 

Those referred to as second generations are those who were born here the United States 

and have at least one parent born in Laos or Thailand (Anderson-Meger, 2006). As first 

generation immigrants slowly continue to acculturate, the one-and-a-half and second 

generations are quickly transformed from traditional roles, in ways that elders resisted. 

Hmong daughters and nyabs are taking on new opportunities and choosing to go against 

what people from rural Laos view as an unchangeable tradition, of following the path of 

getting married and having as many children as possible.  

This paper explores the contested nature of Hmong women’s identity through 

an exploration of their traditional life and roles as it was back in their homeland, their 

struggles assimilating in the United States, and how this complex process has affected 

Hmong women and their gender roles, their roles as mothers, as nyabs, and especially 

while in pursuit of higher education (Julian, 2004-05).  

Rumbaut and Ima (1988), indicates that at that only time, many youth on 

social and cultural adaptation,1 Hmong people have retained their traditional family 

patterns more than any other Southeast Asian refugee groups. Nevertheless, as much as 

Hmong elders resisted, younger generations acculturated steadily, leading to a 

transformation altering not only cultural practices but also gender roles. Interviews with 

                                                 
1 This approach was implicitly discarded in Fadiman (1997) “The Spirit Catches You and You 

Fall Down” but will become clearer here, this is in fact a more dynamic process. 
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parents by Portes and Rumbaut (2001) found across immigrant groups—not just 

Hmong—there exists a common perception that “becoming Americanized” is negative, 

even dangerous, for their children. Elders feared that their children would lose their 

identity when important family values, traditions, and languages are forgotten. Still, 

younger generations started to lose many important traditional ways and speak in 

“broken” Hmong along with fluent English; they questioned themselves and their identity 

and if they were “truly” Hmong. Many learned to accept that change sometimes is 

necessary in order to survive and establish self-sufficiency, particularity in the modern 

industrial society of the U.S.; however, many Hmong people in the community doubted 

the capabilities of Hmong women.  

The more the Hmong elders pushed the children to maintain their cultural 

practices and the Hmong language, the further it drove the children away, building a 

larger generation gap. Through the years, younger generations have been up against both 

the Hmong and American cultures trying to find and establish an identity in order to fit 

in. Many first generation Hmong parents, unable to effectively mentor their children due 

to their lack of education in the U.S., struggled within the educational system and 

experienced discrimination through their ‘Asian’ faces and broad similes in cities where 

the local population was (and still is) overwhelming ‘white’ and Anglo (Julian, 2004-05, 

p. 4).  

 
Statement of the Problem 

Education and employment are very important values for the Hmong people 

in the U.S. Traditional Hmong family structure often consisted of several generations 
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living in one home making the family size very large. According to F. T. Lo (2001), 

Hmong traditional families in Laos average about 11; however, since living in the United 

Sates the family size has decreased to an average of six individuals. 

However, these areas were not always equally encouraged among male and 

female for early refugees. Beyond high school, Hmong sons were expected to continue 

on to college, while Hmong daughters were expected to maintain their domestic roles as 

the first priority and education as a second priority. “Hmong women earned the approval 

of other’s when they follow the rules of the community; they earn disapproval when they 

deviated (K. Lo, 2002).” Ngo’s (2000) study of Hmong parents indicated that their 

daughter’s partaking in mixed gender work obviously meant they were cheating on their 

husbands or neglecting family responsibilities. As Hmong women chose to go against all 

odds and take the challenge to pursue higher education, not only did they learn how to be 

stronger individuals through their struggles, but they have also redefined their roles 

within their culture and families (K. Lo, 2002).  

Hmong women were not given enough credit for their abilities, whether they 

decided to continue their traditional roles, or step outside the traditional box and pursue 

their educational goals and careers. Within the Hmong family, though the sons were 

expected to help take care of the parents and elders, the daughters were known as the 

more obedient ones, and ended up taking on the son’s duties, including taking the parents 

to medical appointments, translating, and fulfilling domestic roles. In a society where the 

nyab becomes part of the husband’s family after payment of the bride price, she is then 

obligated to perform her specific roles as a nyab. After marriage, her husband will expect 

that she takes care of his parents and all domestic chores and family obligations. In 
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addition, women were also expected to produce both consumer goods and children. 

Women must be able to do all of these simultaneously because of the social world they 

live in (Harstock, 1987).   

Today, Hmong women continue to challenge themselves and balance the 

complexity of life demands in order to successfully pursue their dreams of being 

educated (Anderson-Merger, 2006). As it will be discussed later in the review of the 

literature, it is evident that Hmong women have the ability to reach as far or as high 

above the glass ceiling as they really want to. 

 
Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to explore the roles and responsibilities of Hmong 

women in the U.S. and their experiences influencing decisions to pursue or not pursue 

higher education. Hmong women continue to face challenges when it comes to balancing 

their school and their traditional roles within the home. This happens in the context of 

marriage, childbearing, and relatives to elders. These challenges within their lives are 

often not expressed or heard for they will be seen as inadequate Hmong women or as 

nyabs (daughter-in-laws) within their family and community. Hmong women will either 

do away with education or bite the bullet and try to balance all the complexities that life 

holds, hoping they will make it at the end.  

The ultimate goal of this study is to bring forth a better understanding of what 

Hmong women face today in the pursuit of higher education and connection to the 

community. The researcher hopes that studies such as these will encourage educational 
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institutions and local Hmong organizations to create support groups for Hmong women 

and increase awareness among local communities. 

 
Hypothesis 

There is limited research about Hmong women and their pursuit of higher 

education. Those I have come across specifically focus on Hmong women’s struggles and 

use small sample sizes in their data collection. They usually include a narrative 

perspective (Khang, 2010; S. J. Lee, 1997; K. Lo, 2002). Another study done by 

Fernandez (2003) focused on Hmong students who were a part of the Upward Bound 

Project investigating the importance of higher education, the influences to pursue 

postsecondary education and their duties should they choose to attend college. As 

Fernandez (2003) states, generalization was limited because only six subjects were 

chosen and qualitative methods used.   

In order to fully understand the complexities of Hmong women’s lives, 

balancing their life obligations and higher education, we must consider the cultural 

(family, gender roles, and education) factors and explore their traditional way of life. We 

must look at what it means to be ib tug ntxhais Hmoob “zoo” thiab nyab “zoo” (a “good” 

Hmong daughter and “good” daughter-in-law) and examine the demographic population 

of the Hmong people today and how acculturation has impacted the younger generations, 

especially the Hmong women. 

 
Limitations of the Study 

As previously mentioned, the present study explores Hmong women’s attitude 

towards higher education using quantitative and qualitative methods. The data collected 
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is based on survey questions and interviews of eight Hmong women in the state of 

California. The challenge was getting out to major Hmong events in order to obtain a 

sample population that would be representative of Hmong women fairly and without bias.  

The researcher conducted convenience surveys by approaching Hmong 

women in person at Hmong events requesting for their voluntary responses. These events 

included Hmong New Year Celebrations, summer sports tournaments, Hmong 

organizational health fairs and the Hmong National Development Higher Educational 

Conferences in California. Subjects selected for interview were also based on principles 

associated with convenience sampling. Hmong women in the area were selected based on 

their willingness to participate in the research interview and their time availability. In 

making these selections, a representation of different age range, marital status, generation 

and educational background were considered in order to obtain the different perspectives 

(Babbie, 2011). 

The last limitation was due to time and travel expenses. Hmong events as 

mentioned above are spread out through the year from May to December and the location 

of the events were spread out across Northern California and as far away as the San 

Francisco Bay area. The sample size was 100. A larger size for both the survey and the 

interviews conducted would have provided a more complete representation of Hmong 

women and their perspectives.  

 
Definitions of Terms 

 First Generation - (n) Born and raised in native country and came to the 

United States as an adult. 
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 Hu Plig - (v) Origin Hmong - Calling of the Spirit; Traditional ritual. 

 Kev Dab Kev Qhua - (v) Origin Hmong - The ways of the ancestors. 

 Kev Noj Mov - (v) Origin Hmong - Food gathering; family gathering to eat. 

 Mej Koob - (n) Origin Hmong - Person who oversees and handles the 

traditional Hmong wedding negotiation. 

 Nyab - (n) origin Hmong - Daughter-in-law. 

 Ntxhais Hmoob Zoo - (n) origin Hmong - Hmong good daughter. 

 Neejtsa - (n) origin Hmong - Relatives-in-law (wife’s side of the family). 

 One and a Half Generation - (adj) Someone born in their native country and 

came to the United States when they were under the age of eighteen. 

 Paj ntaub - (n) Origin Hmong - Flower cloth; Hmong textile of designs 

patterns representing Hmong culture or stories. 

 Qeej - (n) Origin Hmong - A Hmong musical instrument made with many 

small bamboo stems used to play at traditional funeral or New Years. 

 Second Generation - (adj) Someone born in the United States and has at least 

one parent born and raised in their native country. 

 Sib Npauv Zog - (v) Origin Hmong - trading of strength.  

 Naiban - (n) Origin Lao - Village leader. 

 Txiv Xaiv - (n) Origin Hmong - A person who specializes a traditional 

Hmong funeral preaching or songs. 

 Ua Neeb - (v) Origin Hmong - Traditional ritual conducted by a Shaman.  
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CHAPTER II 
 
 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
 

Living in the mountain regions of Laos to the United States, Hmong traditions 

and cultural practices, though considered pre-modern to younger generations, are 

believed by elders to be an important role in their identity. The Hmong people entered 

Laos from China during the 18th and 19th centuries as migrants from Southern China 

looking for unoccupied mountaintops on which to plant their fields. They were among 

one of the last ethnic group to arrive in Laos (Waters, 1990) and kept to themselves living 

in the mountain regions of Laos avoiding contact as much as possible with other groups 

in order to live a peaceful life (Smalley, 1986, p. 20).  

The first wave of Hmong people to migrate into the United States came during 

the period of 1975 to 1979 (Pfaff, 1995). According to Waters (1990, p. 254), “the 

Hmong who began to arrive in Thailand in 1975 were associated with General Vang 

Pao’s CIA-financed army.” During the Vietnam War, the United States formed an 

alliance with the Hmong people in order to create a fierce fighting group against the 

communist forces in Laos. The Hmong people were promised resettlement in the United 

States should the war go bad, as it eventually did (Waters, 1990, p. 254). The CIA 

retreated and the Hmong armies were left to fight the war against the new communist 

government. This left the Hmong people threatened as an ethnic group (Waters, 1990) 

and in turn gave them no choice but to hide and flee to the border of Thailand. Due to the 
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arduous trip, few elders and younger children made it (Waters, 1990). Those who made it 

to Thailand entered refugee camps ran by the Thai government and UNHCR and were 

able to find temporary resettlement. Of the total Hmong who fled to Thailand, about 60 

percent emigrated to the U.S. The other 40% stayed in Thailand and eventually returned 

to Laos or integrated into Thai society. 

For those who came to the United States, it has been a struggle to see the 

transformation of their children acculturating into a whole new world opposite from how 

they lived. Hmong elders often talk about the beauty, harmony and happiness in their 

mountains of Laos (Thao, 2006). Thao (2006) explains how they miss their life in the 

mountains that consisted of hunting, gathering, farming, New Year celebrations, raising 

stocks and rituals.  

While living in Laos, Hmong women had very limited opportunities to obtain 

any type of education. Financial resources were limited, and even if a family had the 

ability to send a child to school, the male child would more than likely be chosen instead 

of the female child (F. T. Lo, 2001). Since living in the United States, younger 

generations have had many more opportunities, including education. This has raised 

controversies and has challenged traditional gender roles within Hmong families as 

Hmong women’s desires to change and alter traditions (S. J. Lee, 1997).  

It has been almost forty years since the Hmong began entering the U.S. 

Though there were many challenges, there have been many opportunities, too. As Hmong 

women began to seek opportunities outside the home, such as education and employment, 

gender roles and expectations have been transformed (Khang, 2010). In order to 

understand the attitudes and struggles of Hmong women who are going through this 
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pursuit, we will discuss the traditional Hmong way of life, traditional gender roles, and 

some of the stigma that rose upon Hmong women. Data are also analyzed as to how 

successful Hmong women have become in the 21st century. 

 
Traditional Hmong Way of Life 

Long before living in the United States, the Hmong people lived a quiet life in 

the mountain regions of Laos, at heights of 3,000 to 6,000 feet where the climate was 

cool, colder than in the plain below (Meredith & Rowe, 1986, p. 117). Education was not 

necessary nor was it considered a commodity since a Hmong family’s way of life was 

agrarian raising livestock and a family did not require formal education. As with most 

cultural people everywhere, Hmong people had large families with the idea that once the 

surviving children were old enough, they would take on the household responsibilities 

and take care of their parents. The Hmong people practice a patrilineal system in a clan-

based society. “In Hmong Society, clans provide a foundation for legitimate marriages 

through the rule of exogamy” (L. Moua & Riggs, 2012, p. 6). Hmong women are given 

very little authority and often are reserved to domestic duties around the home.  

The Hmong people lived in a collective village society within small villages 

not too far from relatives and other clan members (Thao, 2006). They lived a simple 

agricultural lifestyle avoiding other ethnic groups and political affiliations. The Hmong 

people practiced slash and burn farming within the tropical and mountainous regions of 

Northern Laos. Families cleared land in order to harvest enough food for the year. The 

main three crops produced were rice, opium and maize (Thao, 2006). Within the villages, 

different families will help clear each other’s large fields. This is called sib npauv zog, 
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which means “trading of strength.” This is a common trade off when working on large 

acreages, having all families help one family with their plowing or weeding and then in 

return they will do the same for others making the labor much faster. Obviously, large 

families consisting of sons were a blessing in such situations.  

Having lots of children is considered a good fortune in the Hmong culture, 

especially if they are sons, a situation reinforced through traditional custom. Sons were 

favored because they were the ones to carry on the family name, and once a son married, 

he will also bring in another person to contribute to the household responsibilities. 

Daughters, it was believed, will soon marry and leave the family to contribute to her 

husband’s family. “The women may keep her clan, but the children are given the clan of 

their father” (Thao, 2006). Those who cannot bear children or do not have sons will 

usually work very hard and suffer due to the hard farm labor (Thao, 2006). Even in the 

afterlife, it was believed, they too suffered since they did not have children to carry out 

rituals to feed and take care of their spiritual needs in the after world. According to an 

elder interviewed by Thao (2006, p. 27), “children are the most important gift in my 

culture. They say that if one does not have children, then one’s life is not complete.” 

Hmong women within the home were responsible for getting up early at the 

first rooster’s crow to carry water from the nearby creek to prepare breakfast. After 

breakfast, they too prepared the family field, which is usually a few miles from the 

village, traveling by foot. Hmong men will have gone early to hunt or check on their 

animal traps and are often responsible for the heavier work of bringing back firewood for 

cooking. Older children, especially girls from seven to twelve years old, were disciplined 

as the primary babysitters, allowing the adults and older children to work in the field 



15 

 

(Thao, 2006). Young boys had fewer responsibilities at this age; however, they are taught 

to take on their father’s role and will make decisions when they are of age. Young 

mothers with infants too young to leave must carry the little one to work with her in the 

fields (Pfaff, 1995). In some years, if crops were bad, many of the families in the same 

villages would pool their resources together so no one would starve (Pfaff, 1995). At the 

end of the harvest after a long season, the village would celebrate the Hmong New Year 

in hopes of a better year to come.  

Kinship in Hmong society is established to guide cultural tradition, language 

and religion within each collective clan group as well as to define social and political 

position (Thao, 2006). There are officially eighteen clans among the Hmong people in the 

U.S. and each clan is like one big family, even though individuals may not know each 

other. According to Thao (2006, p. 33), “the notion of clanship is to determine the 

religious roots in each clan, how people honor their ancestors’ sprits, perform their 

rituals, and the rules of behavior certain clans forbid.”  

Each clan or family may have their own ways of performing rituals or rules to 

follow based on taboos. Every clan chooses a leader, typically an older male, who helps 

maintain unity within the clan as well as with other clan groups. The clan leader or 

naiban plays an important role as a mediator during weddings, funeral ceremonies, and 

family disputes. Traditional Hmong marriages served many important purposes, 

including uniting a man and a woman for the purposes of procreation and economic 

production, and to create reciprocal economic, political, and ceremonial ties between 

respective clans (T. Moua, 2003).  
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Within the Hmong culture, it is a taboo to marry someone of your own clan 

name; however, marrying someone from the mother’s side of the family is deemed 

possible since she has a different clan name (Thao, 2006). The outside clans’ relationship 

is established and bridged through marriage, in which then they are no longer just another 

clan but now they would be considered relatives (in-laws), in other words neejtsa (Thao, 

2006). Neejtsa includes the wife’s parents and those from her side of the family, who 

have important roles speaking out to the wife’s husband’s family and kin when her 

parents-in-law die, she dies, her husband dies or when she has family disputes (Thao, 

2006). Thao (2006) also mentions the importance of neejtsa being invited to sit in on 

special family meals or gatherings to ensure and be blessed with wealth and happiness. In 

marriage, Hmong women keep her clan name; however, the children are given the clan of 

their father and worship the father’s ancestors’ spirits (Pfaff, 1995; Thao, 2006). A 

patrilineal kinship system provides a vital source of social cohesion and political unity 

(Pfaff, 1995; Thao, 2006). Women do not have any political power, let alone can they 

attend any public meetings or voice their opinions (Pfaff, 1995). Though a woman’s role 

within the family is very important, any decision she makes within her immediate family 

usually goes through her husband’s approval. 

 
A “Good” Hmong Nyab 

Traditionally, though Hmong men may have authority, roles are very much 

distributed as a division of labor which sustains the family and home. Hmong women’s 

primary role is to take care of the children and household chores. Aside from household 

duties, she would help with the farming and on her spare time she would make paj ntaub. 
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A Hmong mother disciplines her daughter from a very young age to respect all elders, 

especially men, and to learn all domestic duties in order to fulfill her role as nyab. At a 

young age, a Hmong woman understands that if she does not learn her role well and learn 

to respect male authority figures, she will not be worthy of marrying any Hmong men.  

Traditionally, a dowry is negotiated out of respect to the parents for raising the 

bride. It also reflects how valuable she is. She may be worth more to the groom’s family 

if she is from a well-respected family with status, has a good reputation of being 

respectful of the elders and works hard helping her parents. For some families, marrying 

someone from the same economic status is important even though the bride and groom 

may not feel the same. Within the Hmong villages in Laos, since everyone knew 

everyone else, a person’s reputation traveled fast.  

Once married, though given little authority, Hmong women have important 

obligations to her new family. Hmong women within the home, especially the nyab, or 

daughters-in-law, are to wake up early every day at the crack of dawn or at the first crow 

of the rooster. A nyab who allows the sun to rise before she wakes is considered lazy and 

will soon be talked about by her mother-in-law. The nyab’s responsibility is to make sure 

all meals are prepared and to be tentative of all household chores, including field work 

(Khang, 2010). As a new member to her husband’s family, she must adapt and learn how 

her husband’s family lives, eats and functions traditionally and religiously in order to 

help take care of them. His family is now priority and all else regarding herself must 

come second. In addition to being a good wife, she must listen to her husband, accept his 

decisions (although she need not agree with him) and open her house to her husband’s 

relatives and guests (Meredith & Rowe, 1986).  
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She must attend all family and relative gatherings to help with food 

preparation, cooking, and serve all guests at the event. Traditional family gatherings is an 

all day event that starts as early as six in the morning to steam rice, lasting until four or 

five in the afternoon to clean up after all guest has left. All nyabs are expected and 

watched as they perform there duties. Nyabs who work tirelessly all day from the 

beginning until end are praised by the elders. This makes her husband and mother-in-law 

look good within the community and normally commended that they have found 

themselves a worthy nyab. This commendation can also easily be retracted should the 

nyab one day make a mistake offending her in-laws. 

Child bearing is very important to the husband’s family and it is expected that 

a nyab gets pregnant within months after marriage. According to Walker-Moffat (1995), 

the Hmong woman’s role is to bear children for her husband. Childbirth is the only time 

she may be given any leisure from her duties because of spiritual beliefs. Very traditional 

families believe that a pregnant woman must stay away from certain areas such as water 

and other unknown areas with different spirits to be careful not to put her pregnancy at 

risk. A Hmong woman knows that if she does not get pregnant within a few months, her 

in-laws may start suspecting that she is unable to have children and may start to dislike 

her. She would be blamed and her in-laws may encourage their son to marry a second 

wife in order to have children to carry on the family name. Back in Laos, due to the 

amount of farming labor marrying a second wife may be agreed upon by the wife to have 

additional help within the home (Meredith & Rowe, 1986).  

Having multiple wives was a sign of wealth and led to a higher status for 

Hmong men. Status and authority for Hmong women in most cases are more subtle and 
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indirect; however, some may be given more power if they are from a family of high 

status or wealth or are more intelligent than their husbands (Meredith & Rowe, 1986). 

These instances are rare; in time, with age a woman eventually gains more respect, but 

for the most part her status remains as her husband’s shadow. 

Hmong women in their spare time made their own traditional clothing or paj 

daub in order to sell and make enough money to help the family. Young girls who work 

hard make new outfits to wear for the New Year celebration at the end of the harvest, in 

hopes of finding a groom who can take them away from their hard life. Many times 

Hmong mothers within the village will recognize their talent and spread good rumors to 

their relative’s son. Traditionally, young girls who are very talented can sell their paj 

daub in the city, and this may be the main source of income for their families.  

After the second wave of Hmong migration in the early 1980s, paj daub 

became the largest money making industry for Hmong families who still lived in refugee 

camps. They sent paj ntaub to their families in the United States to sell (F. T. Lo, 2001). 

Paj ntaub requires hours of needlepoint and sewing by hand. In its own way, it can be 

considered hard labor for a small amount of pay. Many young girls who were very 

determined to change their lives tried to convince their parents to give them the 

opportunity to go to school, but the efforts of their hard work only keeps them in their 

position because of their gender. So even though Hmong women and girls were important 

contributors to the family, their daily status remained low (Stearns, 2006).  

Other than farming, making paj ntaub and family obligations, a Hmong nyab 

is unable to go alone anywhere without her husband or mother-in-law. She must not eye 

anyone especially males who are not of the same clan and must ignore any old friends or 
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she will be interpreted as cheating on her husband. She must also not visit her parents 

without her husband or her parents will think she is disrespecting her husband and in-

laws. Traditionally, she will be told to go home and not to come visit without her 

husband. If her parents do not advise their daughter of this, they could also be responsible 

for any marital issues that arise. 

Thus, much of this lifestyle was left behind and not practiced by younger 

generations when the Hmong people migrated to the United States, many elders still 

believe strongly and enforce traditional family values and gender roles. 

 
The Demographics of Hmong Population  

in the United States 

The U.S. secret war in Laos officially ended in 1973 (Duffy et al., 2004, p. 7), 

and by 1975 more than ten percent of the surviving population in Laos was pushed to 

become refugees abroad (White, 1987). Among these refugees, more than one third was 

Hmong (White, 1987). Half of the Hmong population living in Laos left the country for 

fear of persecution.  

The Hmong, like other refugees from Indochina, were at first dispersed 

throughout the U.S. (Yang, 2001). The first group to be airlifted from Long Tieng to 

Thailand was General Vang Pao, and the Hmong military leader between 1000 to 3000 in 

number and then approximately 750 to permanently resettle in the U.S. by the end of 

1975 (Yang, 2001). From 1975 to 1977, the first wave of the Hmong refugees included 

soldiers from the secret army and their families, consisting of 30,000. The second wave 

of Hmong people arrived between 1978 and 1982 (Duffy et al., 2004). Hmong 

resettlement in the United States peaked in the 1980s with approximately 27,000 (Bulk, 
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1996). Since then, the population of Hmong in the U.S. has increased at an astounding 

rate.  

According to the 2010 United States Census, the Asian population grew faster 

than any other race group over the last decade. As of 2010, an estimated 260,073 Hmong 

people reside in the U.S. (U.S. Census, 2010). There has been a 40% increase since the 

year 2000, (U.S. Census, 2010) take results of both post-1975 migration and high birth 

rates and high birth rats in the 1980s and 1990s.  

Within the United States, the majority of the Hmong population resides in 

three states: Minnesota, Wisconsin, and California. California has the largest Hmong 

population with 91,224: Minnesota is second with 66,181 people; and Wisconsin is next 

with 49,240 people (U.S. Census, 2010). Among these three states, the cities that have the 

largest Hmong populations are Fresno, CA, with 31,771 people, Saint Paul, MN, with 

29,662 and Milwaukee, WI, with 10,245 (Hmong American Partnership, 2009).  

As with many refugees, the Hmong people were not prepared for migration to 

the United States (R. Lee et al., 2009). In addition to little written history, Hmong people 

were not well known nor understood in the new world, which made it difficult for first 

generation Hmong individuals to assimilate to western culture (Khang, 2010). Family 

life, in particular, has been greatly affected due to the challenges and hardships of 

rebuilding lives in the United States (Faderman, 1998). 
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Impacts of Acculturation within Hmong  
American Communities  

Resettlement in a New World 

The Hmong experienced tremendous culture shock upon resettlement during 

the late 1970s and the 1980s and have continued to face multiple social, cultural, 

educational, economic, and institutional barriers and challenges (Hmong National 

Development, 2004). Minority groups such as the Hmong people have moved into 

established cultural areas throughout history, and the pace has greatly accelerated in the 

nineteenth to the twentieth century (Stearns, 2006).  

Pre-1850 migrations such as the Germans to the American Midwest involved 

movement from one rural area (Germany) to another rural area. The community 

continued to be isolated and to feel protected. However, transition from rural areas to 

modern cities has a different result. Governments were eager to make sure all residents 

lived up to certain national standards allowing little isolation (Stearns, 2006). This, as a 

result, caused a faster and more disorienting kind of cultural contact; perhaps especially 

for the Hmong population within all ages (Stearns, 2006).  

Hmong elders also feared the American pressure to assimilate, which they 

believed would result in losing their distinct Hmong identity. For these reasons, they have 

responded by reaffirming strict cultural values, or at least what they remembered as 

Hmong values from before the war. In addition, many Hmong families, especially the 

elders, found it hard to forget what they had experienced through the Secret War: 

persecution, migration, living in refugee camps and now resettlement and being caught 

between two different cultures. A Hmong man interviewed by Pfaff (1995, p. 7) reflected 
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on the promise made by the CIA, “We considered Americans as our own brothers. . . . 

Now we have lost our own country.” All that they ever knew had been lost, and having to 

live in a whole new culture with no identity and little contact with relatives only 

increased their feelings of isolation.  

Once, a man might have been a well-respected community leader, soldier, or a 

shaman, but in the U.S. his knowledge and skills seemed insignificant. In addition to 

coping with the loss of their identity, Hmong families faced cultural changes across 

generations as children acculturated more readily and rapidly to mainstream American 

culture than their parents. Hmong families also faced shifts in gender expectations as 

women gained rights, more education, and independence after arriving in this country 

(Portes & Rumbaut, 2001). First generation Hmong who migrated to the United States as 

adults were more likely to retain the lifestyles, values, traditions and customs of their 

homeland and less likely to uniformly adopt the ways of American society, particularity 

in regards to raising and socializing their children (R. Lee et al., 2009).  

For example, I recall the vivid memories I had of my parents struggling with 

the new language and trying to figure out how they were going to support us. We were 

sponsored by a Lutheran missionary organization immigrating to the U.S. and settled in 

Tulsa, Oklahoma, in October 1980. A member of the congregation dropped us off at a 

home, showed us a few things, and told us we would be living there for a while. My 

parents did not speak English so we had no idea how to communicate. Fresh from a 

crowded Thai refugee camp, we had never lived in a home with running water, 

appliances, and a toilet and had no idea how anything worked. My father, a month or so 

ago was the head of household, who normally would have answers to make things better, 
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now he was helpless. He felt as if he was blind because he didn’t know his environment, 

he felt as if he could not speak because he could not understand the foreign language and 

lastly, he was truly lost because he didn’t know where to go for help. I remembered being 

enrolled into elementary school and not understanding the language; however, I somehow 

managed to figure things out by following other kids. Groceries were brought to us to last 

for a few days and eventually my parents were taken to apply for public assistance. 

Having our traditions and ways, our lifestyle turned 180 degrees within a matter of weeks 

was hard and the idea of having to rely on someone else for food and security was not 

normal for us, especially my dad. 

Since there were limited financial resources, large families lived together in 

small, low-rent apartments in older neighborhoods (Pfaff, 1995). A family consisted of 

parents, all the children and sons, nyabs, and any children of theirs. Unaware of legal 

limits on the number of people per rooms, families ran into problems with the Housing 

Authority (Pfaff, 1995). Other issues involved landlords charging families with 

mistreatment of their apartments due to lack of knowledge of proper western home 

maintenance (Pfaff, 1995). Our homes back in Laos had floors made of dirt and walls 

made out of bamboo. We did not have multiple rooms nor did we have running water and 

a flushing toilet. These rules and ways were not taught nor told to our elders so they were 

not aware. Living together under one roof and having children close was normal.  

Waters (1999) remarks, “A common way of framing the Hmong experience in 

the United States has been to say that Hmong refugees are “time travelers” of some sort, 

because they have in effect moved from the 16th to the 20th century” (p. 156). He goes 
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on to explain that this is a simple explanation but (1999) all social actions and 

reproduction are grounded by past experiences, making it harder to socially adapt.  

Hmong and Education 

The Hmong people never had any formal education living in Laos. The 

written language (known as Romanized Popular Alphabet or Hmong RPA) was just 

recently developed by the French and American missionaries for the Hmong people in 

the early 1950s (Phaff, 1995). Phaff (1995) indicates that seventy percent of the Hmong 

could not read in their own language. Those who had an opportunity were able to take 

some beginning classes offered by missionaries and USAID workers in Laos or later in 

the Thai refugee camps (Phaff, 1995). It wasn’t until we lived the United States that my 

mom was able to learn to write in Hmong by going to a Hmong center in Appleton, 

Wisconsin, taught by Hmong volunteers.  

Living in the United States, many took the opportunity to learn survival 

English in order to communicate and find jobs. In doing so many have had to internalize 

the pressure of trying to force themselves to learn the American language and culture 

(Hmong Youth Awareness Project, 1994). It was much harder for elders to pick up the 

English language as opposed to the younger generations. As the Hmong population 

increased in the United States, English as a Second Language (ESL) classes were 

developed by organizations and schools to help the Hmong learn English as well as to 

learn Hmong (Pfaff, 1995). Challenges continued for the elders as their children, having 

grown up in the U.S., began to transform into a new culture.  

Younger generations growing up and living in the United States started 

secondary school and adapted to the new language quite quickly. Many were able to 
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speak English with little or no accent, even while struggling with their written work 

(Hmong Youth Awareness Project, 1994). As expectations shifted and increased for 

Hmong students, traditional pressures and obligations from parents and relatives also 

arise.  

Students are expected to succeed in school and also attend family and clan 

ceremonies, take care of small children, work part-time, get married and have children of 

their own (Hmong Youth Awareness Project, 1994). With these expectations many 

younger generations feel confused as to how to fulfill all these roles, i.e. whether to 

respond as Hmong or American (Hmong Youth Awareness Project, 1994). “The elders 

do not always understand the inherent contradiction between the American student life-

style with its demands on a person’s time and energy, and the “good Hmong” life style 

with its demand” (Hmong Youth Awareness Project, 1994, p. 122).  

These challenges not only reflect the issue students have with what identity to 

choose, but they also reflect the decisions students make towards education and their 

career paths. In some cases, students’ make their choices in order to please parents and 

the elders; in other cases students struggle with the fact that as much as they would like to 

fulfill their parents’ dreams of becoming a doctor or a lawyer, sometimes it doesn’t 

always happen. 

According to Waters (1999, p. 122), by the mid-1990s the Hmong were 

attending California universities, and small numbers had entered the law enforcement, 

became teachers, or entered other white color occupations. R. Lee et al. (2009) explains 

that Hmong parents are concerned that their children would abandon important cultural 

values if they were allowed to assimilate into western ways. For this main reason, R. Lee 
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et al. (2009) points out that Hmong parents sometimes seek greater control over their 

children, sometimes influencing their decisions to pursue certain careers or to attend 

certain schools. Hmong elders’ decisions about socializing children are rooted in the 

experience of their own childhood, which has no relevance to the social environment 

within the United States (Waters, 1999, p. 9).  

Many Hmong parents still view the family unit as the foremost importance. 

This leads to one of the biggest challenges for Hmong women who must choose whether 

to follow traditional pathways or to pursue higher education. “Economic forces and 

conditions in the United States and the Hmong’s evaluation of these forces have also 

altered culture (S. J. Lee, 1997). Similar to many other immigrant cultures, it is 

understood that the Hmong culture is undergoing a process of change and within this 

change; Hmong women do acknowledge themselves as the central agents (S. J. Lee, 

1997). As stated by S. J. Lee (1997), many Hmong women pursue higher education to get 

economic stability and to obtain increased independence.  

According to the 2012 Health and Human Services Poverty Guidelines for 

calendar year 2011, while 11% of families in the state of California live in poverty, 31% 

of Hmong families live in poverty. With these higher educational goals, Hmong women 

sacrifice and hold off marriage or having children despite messages from Hmong elders. 

As her role changes, a Hmong woman’s identity is viewed differently among her family 

and the Hmong community. A Hmong woman who chooses education and a career is 

considered “less traditional” and perhaps “less Hmong” by elders (S. J. Lee, 1997).  
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Hmong American Women 

Hmong women who choose to pursue higher education rather than getting 

married and following traditional roles feel they do not receive the support they need to 

be successful. They feel that parents are too strict, causing a sense of deep frustration 

over their lack of freedom at home even though they are over the age of eighteen (R. Lee 

et al., 2009). Hmong parents feel they must be strict and control their daughters from 

being corrupted by bad influences from the mainstream American society. They must 

protect their own and their family’s reputation (R. Lee et al., 2009). R. Lee et al. (2009) 

also states that a female Hmong college student who decides to live at home while 

attending the local university will likely feel twice the struggle and may seek more 

support from peers. Their ability to find support from home is unlikely due to parents’ 

lack of educational experience of college life, being financially unstable and being out of 

touch with what is really going on with their child’s life.  

Hmong daughters and nyabs who live at home while going to school have to 

complete school requirements and at the same time are obligated to complete chores at 

home and take care of their parents. Many parents have language barriers and continue to 

need their children to translate and complete paperwork for them. Daughters still have to 

oblige by the same rules just as when they were younger: go straight to school and return 

home during the day light hours. These obligations add to their educational stress and 

their ability to sustain satisfactory academic progress. Hmong women who decide to 

pursue higher education after early marriage and having children continue to struggle if 

there is no support from their husbands and in-laws. Some traditional families still 
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believe that Hmong women should remain under their husbands’ control and just take 

care of the family.  

Aside from balancing multiple obligations, Hmong women also face doubt 

and accusations of dishonorable intentions. Many elders believe that if a Hmong woman 

becomes more educated she will soon cheat and leave her husband. They blame these 

ideas on the influence of single females who have taken similar routes. In S. J. Lee’s 

(1997) interviews of Hmong women, one young woman explained how she faced 

skepticism by Hmong adults questioning whether any girl had the ability to persist in 

school. At the same time she was also criticized by the Hmong community. Another 

stated she was ridiculed and discouraged. A Hmong woman who was married and had 

children explained to S. J. Lee (1997) how she was often overwhelmed by her various 

responsibilities as a nyab, mother, wife, graduate student, and full time employee. 

However, she continues to go to school because she believes that further education will 

translate into greater financial security for her family. 

Many Hmong women do make it to college, and despite it all, Hmong women 

have a fairly high rate of college completion. At the same time, they are the only female 

group that has a higher high school dropout rate than their male counterparts (Sakamoto 

& Woo, 2007, p. 61). This may be due to the traditional Hmong practice of women 

getting married at a very young age, many times as young as high school age. Marriage at 

a young age may lead to children, which may lead to even more familial obligations, 

eventually causing Hmong women to drop out of school. The high school dropout rate 

indicates that many young Hmong women still take on traditional roles, which may mean 
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that they believe Hmong traditions are valuable; however, they may also believe that 

education will empower them and protect their own interest.  

In summary, little research has been done on Hmong women’s decisions to 

pursue higher education. Fernandez (2003) presented a research case study on six 

Upward Bound Hmong females and the influences on their decision to pursue 

postsecondary education. She concludes that the influences of their parents and the 

resources from Upward Bound played a major role on their pursuit of education. Other 

research conducted used qualitative methods alone with limited cases (Khang, 2010). The 

purpose of this research is to address similar factors using quantitative and qualitative 

methods specifically analyzing single and married Hmong women’s perspectives towards 

higher education. As it will be explained in more details in the next chapter, qualitative 

research alone can be a subjected form of research; therefore, including quantitative 

research will provide statistical analysis results in testing the hypothesis and in trying to 

answer the specific questions (Babbie, 2011). 
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CHAPTER III 
 
 

METHODOLOGY 
 
 

Although surveys may be used to collect information for many purposes, they 

are mainly used in studies that have individual people as the units of analysis (Babbie, 

2011, p. 270). With a larger sample size, the researcher will conduct a quantitative survey 

exploring the outcome and provide a qualitative analysis of Hmong women of different 

age range, generation and educational background to gain a better understanding of how 

marital status has impacted Hmong women’s attitude towards higher education. The 

survey will include opened-ended and closed-ended questions to provide both specific 

and uniformed responses from respondents (Babbie, 2011, p. 272). With this perspective, 

the researcher would like to argue that Hmong women’s attitude towards higher 

education is based on their marital status. The survey that is conducted hopes to answer 

the following questions: 

 What are the expected roles and responsibilities of Hmong women within 

their families? 

 What life experiences impacted their decisions to pursue or not pursue higher 

education? 

 Have these traditional roles and responsibilities changed in their lifetime? 

Based on prior studies done, there is evidence of challenges and struggles, not 

only with assimilation for the general Hmong American population, but also for Hmong 
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women who choose to pursue higher education. Such studies typically consist of a single 

case or small sample size qualitative case studies exploring Hmong women’s reflections 

and challenges in pursuit of postsecondary education.  

 
Sampling Frame 

Having a larger sampling frame would compose of a list of units representing 

the population (Babbie, 2011, p. 224). The state of California was chosen as the sampling 

frame in this study it has the largest Hmong population and also due to convenience. 

Prior researchers recommended that new research in this area of study use a larger 

sampling size. The researcher had a goal of 100 surveys to be completed by Hmong 

women. Participants were selected by the following criteria: 1) Hmong female, 2) aged 

18 or over, 3) resides in California. There were no restrictions for participants in regards 

to marital status or those who identified as multiple races. To ensure limited bias 

occurred in the study, the quantitative survey was conducted at large Hmong events, such 

as Hmong New Year celebrations, Hmong sports events, Health and Wellness Fairs and 

the Hmong National Development Conference. Following-up with the qualitative 

interviews were conducted on eight Hmong women ranging in age, different level of 

educational attainment and marital status.  

 
Quantitative Research Design 

The survey was comprised of three sections, which included:  demographic, 

survey questions based on single status and survey questions based on either married, 

divorced, separated, or widowed status (Ferber, Sheatsley, Turner, & Waksberg, 1980). 
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The questions were written in Hmong and English and were multiple choice, 

in which the participant selected one answer that best described her thoughts. The first 

section of the general data pertaining to Hmong women included 13 demographic: birth, 

age, residency, marital status, number of children, year they came to the US, generation, 

educational level, and belief. The second and third sections consisted of questions 

pertaining to primary roles and responsibilities within the home, family obligations and 

additional questions regarding educational opportunity. This survey questionnaire was 

designed for Hmong women to answer based on their marital status; however, if they 

were currently married they were also asked to answer a second section asking them to 

recall their attitude when they were still single. The total number of questions a 

participant could answer was 26, not including the general data section.  

 
Qualitative Research Design 

While the survey allows us to explore trends, it is also necessary to also 

analyze the qualitative perspective and experience of individual Hmong women focusing 

on their roles and educational challenges. “Qualitative research methods allow for much 

more detailed investigation of issues—answering questions of meaning, who is affected 

(by the issue) why, what factors are involved, do individuals react or respond differently 

to each other” (Nicholls, 2011, p. 3).   

The researcher conducted individual interviews of Hmong women consisting 

of different age range and marital statuses. Interview appointments were scheduled with 

each Hmong woman individually to investigate and better understand Hmong women and 

how their marital status may have affected their decision to pursue higher education. 
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Field notes were collected to address perspectives of each Hmong woman interviewed. 

The following were the focus points when the interview was conducted. 

 What life experiences impacted your decisions to pursue or not pursue higher 

education? 

 What are some of the factors that have influenced your roles and 

responsibilities as a Hmong daughter? 

 What are your perspectives on Hmong women’s traditional roles and 

responsibilities within the home while in pursuit of higher education? 

 Have these traditional roles and responsibilities changed in your lifetime? 

 
Analysis Data 

The quantitative survey data received was analyzed using the SPSS data 

system (Statistical Package for the Social Sciences) to examine commonalities, along 

with running cross tabulations of Hmong Women’s attitudes towards Higher Education  

based on their marital status. “This involves converting social science data into a 

machine-readable form—a form that can be read and operated by computers and similar 

machine used in quantitative analysis” (Babbie, 2011, p. 448).  

The individual interviews were analyzed from the field notes taken during the 

interview session, and recorded conversation. The field notes were examined for common 

perspectives and attitudes of the Hmong women. Specific reflections and reoccurring 

themes are discussed in the results section. “Memoing or field notes are appropriate at 

several stages of data processing and serves to capture code meanings, theoretical ideas, 
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preliminary conclusions, and other thoughts that will be useful during analysis” (Babbie, 

2011, p. 445). 
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CHAPTER IV 
 
 

RESULTS 
 
 

Seventy surveys were completed by Hmong women residing in the state of 

California at specific Hmong events. The quantitative survey consisted of Hmong 

women’s perspectives on their roles and responsibilities within the home and how it 

impacted their decisions in pursuing or not pursuing higher education. A summary of the 

survey results can be found in Appendix C, which is the data set used to tabulate the 

results below.  

 
Presentation of the Quantitative Findings 

The results of the survey are presented in three different sections: 

 Hmong Women’s Demographic 

 Hmong Women’s Primary Roles and Responsibilities within the Family 

 Hmong Women’s Higher Education Experience Results 

The demographic data consisted of: age, their place of birth, residency, marital 

status, number of children, year they came to the states, generation, educational level, and 

belief. The Hmong Women’s Primary Roles and Responsibilities within the Family and 

Higher Education Experience results list information about their perspectives and 

behavior collected from the survey.  
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Presentation of the Qualitative Findings 

The second section consists of individual interviews of eight Hmong women 

and their specific experience and attitude towards higher education. All Hmong women 

chosen for interview consisted of different age ranges, and each possessed a different 

marital status and different educational background. The descriptive data gathered from 

the interview are categorized within these questions.  

 What life experiences impacted your decisions to pursue or not pursue higher 

education? 

 What are some of the factors that have influenced your roles and 

responsibilities as a Hmong daughter? 

 What are your perspectives on Hmong women’s traditional roles and 

responsibilities within the home while in pursuit of higher education? 

 Have these traditional roles and responsibilities changed in your lifetime? 

 
Quantitative Findings  

Hmong Women Demographics 

Seventy surveys were completed by Hmong women ranging from 18 to 66 

years old. The mode age was 20 and 21. Figure 1 is a bar graph of the Hmong women 

and their age, with a mean of 28.42. Of the first generation, and the one and a half 

generations 45.1% were born in either Thailand or Laos. Those born in the United States, 

or the second generation, made up 52.2%, as indicated in Figure 2 (n = 36). The one-and-

half consist of 31.9% (n = 22) leaving the remaining eleven women as the first 

generations.  
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Figure 1. Hmong women and their age. Out of the total response (n = 64) 28.42 is the 
mean age. 
 
 

A crosstabulation of Age within Generation in Figure 3 indicates there was a 

larger number of a younger second generation Hmong women (ages 18-22 and 23-30). 

Percentage within age, women age 18-22, the majority are second generation with a total 

of n = 16 making up 72%. Women ages 23-30, majority are second generations 

consisting of 68.2% (n = 15). The older Hmong Women ages 31-66, the majority are 

apart of the first generation with 45% (n = 9) and one-and-half generation with 50% (n = 

10).  

 



39 

 

 
 
Figure 2. Hmong women: Generation distribution for the Hmong women surveyed (n = 
69). The second generation (n = 36) makes up more than half of the total (51.4%).  
 
 

Of the Hmong women who reported being born outside of the United States, 

27 reported they came to the United States between the years of 1976 to 2004. The mode, 

which consists of 18.5% total, came during 1980s. The marital status of the Hmong 

women was such as: 42 single, 25 married, 1 divorced, and 2 separated. Of the 68 total 

Hmong women who elected to respond, 26 reported having children ranging from a total 

of one to seven. The mode for the number of children is four, making up 10.3% of the 

women who reported having children.  
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Figure 3. Hmong women: Age within generation (n = 64). The majority of women ages 
18-30 are second generations (n = 31), while the older women ages 31-66 are either of 
the one-and-half or first generation (n = 19). 
 

 
When examining the educational level (Figure 4), all of the Hmong women 

responded to this question (n = 70). When the researcher wrote the survey questions 

originally I neglected to consider Hmong women with no education and failed to include 

an option to indicate this within the multiple choice answers. To be more inclusive, notes 

were made on the survey indicating that there were no educational attainment, and later I 

recoded an ordinal values to reflect educational questions to consider “0” as no 

educational attainment.  
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Figure 4. Hmong women’s educational level. Over 30% of these women have their 
bachelors degree and almost 25% have some college. Approximately 20% have received 
their high school or GED.  
 
 

Figure 4 shows a visual of the Hmong women surveyed and their education 

level in a bar graph. Those who indicated no educational attainment made up only 4.3%. 

As a whole, those who had less than a high school degree totaled 8.6%, those with a high 

school degree were 18.6% and those with some college were 24.3%. Hmong women with 

a bachelors degree were at 31.4%, followed by those who attained masters degree were at 

8.6%. This left the 1.4% (i.e. one respondent) who had attained a doctorate degree. 

Overall, 72.9 % had some college or a degree.  
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Examining the beliefs of these Hmong women, 58.6% consisted of 

Shamanism and 22.9% Christianity. All others totaling 18.6% indicated Catholic, 

Mormon, Atheist and or other. 

Hmong Women’s Primary Roles and  
  Responsibilities within the Family 

In examining Hmong women and their primary roles and responsibilities 

within the home, all 70 women answered the survey questions based on when they were 

single. Women who were currently married, divorced, separated, or widowed were asked 

to answer the question reflecting back to when they were single and then later were asked 

again based on their current marital status perspectives.  

In Figure 5, the single Hmong women (n = 70) chose one of the following 

nominal values that best described their experience and their primary roles within the 

home: domestic work, relative obligations, obtain education, work, all the above 

(domestic work, relative obligations, obtain education, and work), no expectations and 

other.  

Of these women (n = 15), 21.4% responded that when they were single 

domestic work was their primary role and responsibility within the home. Women who 

responded that their primary role was to obtain an education consisted of 24.3% (n = 16) 

leaving the majority at 41.4% (n = 29) to choose “all of the above,” i.e. domestic work, 

obligation to relatives, obtains education, and work as their primary roles. Relative 

Obligations resulted in 1.4%, to Work at 5.7%, No Expectations at 4.3% and Other 

Expectations at 1.4%. 
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Figure 5. Single Hmong women’s primary roles. Over 40% indicates that their primary 
role and responsibilities are all of the above consisting of domestic work, relative 
obligations, obtain an education, and work. Only 4.3% said they had no expectations.  
 

 
Hmong women who are or have married, separated, divorced, or widowed 

were also asked to answer this same nominal survey question providing their marital 

status perspective and experience on their primary roles within the home. The survey 

question included all the same nominal options and an additional nominal value of 

“having children” that could be selected as their primary role. There were 28 women who 

reported ever being married, 25 of whom are currently married, two separated, and one 

divorced. In Figure 6, 32.1% (n = 9) indicated their primary roles were to provide 

domestic work within the home. 10.7% (n = 3) indicated that obtaining education was  
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Figure 6. Married Hmong women’s primary roles. Over 40% of married women 
indicated that their responsibility consist all of the above. All duties include domestic 
work, relative obligations, obtain education, work, and have children. Only one 
responded they had no expectations. 
 
 
their primary role, while 42.9% (n = 12), the majority of married women indicated they 

were expected to provide “all of the above,” which consisted of domestic work, relative 

obligations, obtain education, work, and have children). 10.6% total of the women 

responded that obligations to relatives, work, and having children were their primary role 

within the home, while 3.6% had no expectations to any specific roles.  

Single Hmong women who had responsibilities providing domestic chores 

also responded to a survey question indicating their percentage of household chores they 
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took on within the home. The ordinal values were categorized into increments of 25 

totaling 100%. Those indicating less than 50% of household chore responsibilities 

resulted in 57.2%, while 42.8% indicated they maintained more than 51% of household 

chores. For Hmong women who have “ever been married,” only 10.3% indicated having 

less than 50% of household chore responsibilities while 89.6% indicated having more 

than 51% of household responsibilities.  

Additional information was also collected on Hmong women’s obligation to 

participate in family social gatherings such as ua neeb (traditional shaman ritual), hu plig 

(traditional spirit calling), or kev noj mov (family gatherings). The respondents were 

asked to answer the questions with respect to both their single and married statuses; and 

in regards to the number of gatherings attended within a six months period before and 

after pursuing higher education. Out of the 70 women, 46 responded from the perspective 

of being single before pursuing higher education.  

Indicated with blue bars in Figure 7, 41.3% of these women indicated that 

they participated in one to three family gatherings within the six months preparing food, 

cooking, serving, and cleaning at the events, 30.4% participated in four to six gatherings, 

while 19.6% participated in seven or more. Those who did not participate at all made up 

8.7%. In the red bar in Figure 7, after continuing with higher education for the single 

women, the results indicated 56.5% of single women participated in one to three 

gatherings; 21.7% participated in four to six gatherings, and 8.7% participated in seven or 

more gatherings. The remaining 13% indicated no obligation to participate in family 

gatherings. 
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Figure 7. Single Hmong women: Participation in family gatherings within a six-month 
period before and after their pursuit of higher education. While attending college, single 
women’s participation in family gatherings decreases.  

 
 
In Figure 8, Hmong women who were married participated in family social 

gathering within the six months period before continuing higher education reported that 

30% of them (n = 20) participated from one to three gatherings, 10% from four to six 

gatherings and 50% with seven or more gatherings. Those who indicated no obligations 

to participate were 5% and another 5% for missing response. Married women who 

participation in family social gatherings after continuing higher education (n = 18) 22.2% 

reported participating in one to three gatherings within the six month period, 11.1% 

participated in four to six gatherings and 55.6% participated in seven or more gatherings. 

The remaining 5.6% indicated no participation at all. 
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Figure 8. Married Hmong women: Participation in family gatherings within a six-month 
period before and after their pursuit of higher education. These women’s gathering 
increases while attending college.  
 
 
Hmong Women’s Educational Experience  

Of the 70 Hmong women, 27.1% indicated having either a high school 

education or less at the time of completing the survey question. The women were asked 

to answer the same survey question of why they did not continue with higher education 

from a single and married, separated, divorced or widowed perspective. Of the single 

women, ten responded. Of those, 40% indicated they did not continue because they 

decided to work. The rest of the women indicated equal frequency across the board as 

either not finishing high school, having no family support and due to other reasons. 

Twelve married Hmong women responded to this question resulting in 58.3% indicating 

that their reason was due to deciding to work, where as 16.7% had no family support and 

25% had other reasons. 
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Based on single status perspective, of all the women who responded, the 

majority of Hmong women indicated they continued right away after high school, which 

made up 75.7%. With the exception of one responding to waiting three to five years, all 

others totaling 8.9% equally indicated waiting less than one year, one to three years or 

more than five years. The rest who did not continue with higher education made up 

14.3%. From the married Hmong women perspective, of which there were 29 

respondents, 51.7% indicated they continued right away. In perspective of the overall 70 

women, this total makes up 21.4%. Those who did not continue make up 34.5%, which is 

14.3% of overall total. The rest making up of 13.7% indicated less than one year, one to 

three years, or more than 5 years.  

Hmong women were also asked about their living situation while pursuing 

higher education. From a single status perspective, a total of 46 women responded to this 

question indicated 53.3% lived with parents while attending college. Over all this 

consisted of 34.3% of the Hmong women. 28.9% lived on their own off campus and 

13.3% lived in college dorms while the rest of the 4.4% lived with relatives. Married 

women, which consisted of 29 respondents, reported 75.9% of them live with in-laws and 

the rest live with their husband on their own (24.1%). In Figure 9, the responses for living 

situation were collapse to crosstab single and married Hmong women’s living situation. 

Single Hmong women who lived with family consist of 57.8% compared to married 

Hmong women at 75.9%. Only 24.1% of married Hmong women lived on their own 

compared to 42.2% single Hmong women.  

As Hmong women continue to advance educationally and professionally, 

gender roles also changed allowing for household chores to be shared. A total of 46  
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Figure 9. Hmong women: Living situation while in pursuit of higher education. There are 
a higher percentage of married (75%) women who lives with family then on their own 
compared to single women.  
 
 
Hmong women responded to this question, rating their household responsibilities within 

the home. The range set on a scale of one to five, with one being the least amount of 

change. From a single status perspective, 26.1% indicated no change at all, 21.7% 

responded that there were changes with the ordinal range of three, and 23.9% indicated a 

major change. The rest fell in between ordinal range of two consisting of 13% for some 

changes and ordinal range four consisted of 15.2% for more than half in household 

chores changing. Married Hmong women’s perspective consisted of 18 respondents. 

Over 44% indicated no changes to their household chores from before continuing higher 

education, which consisted of 11.4%. Overall, 16.7% with the ordinal value of two 
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indicated some or little change, 11.1% indicated somewhat, 16.7% with more than half in 

ordinal value of four indicating changes, while leaving 11.1% indicated a major change.  

While in pursuing higher education, 37.1% of single women indicated 

participating in one to three family gatherings within the six months period. 14.3 % 

participated in four to six family gathering, and 5.7% attended more than seven family 

gatherings. Those who reported no participation was 8.6%. Married women, of whom 20 

responded to this survey question indicated 8.6% participation in one to three family 

gatherings within the six months period, 2.9% participated in four to six gatherings, while 

14.3% participated in seven or more family gatherings. Of the 18 married Hmong women 

while in college, 5.7% indicated participation in one to three family gatherings, 2.9% 

participated in four to six, while 14.3% participated in seven or more family gatherings 

within the six months. The married women who reported no participations at all consisted 

of 1.4% (n = 1) married Hmong women.  

A survey question also asked the women to indicate what the major cause of 

divorce was for Hmong couples. Illustrated in Figure 10, of those who indicated (n = 66), 

31.4% designated that the major cause was being unfaithful and 30% indicated the cause 

was communications. Difference in education resulted only at 1%.  

 
Crosstabulations 

Relationship Between Higher Educational  
  Level and Hmong Women’s Marital  
  Status 

The relationship between Hmong women’s higher educational level and 

marital status is shown on Table 1. The educational level was collapsed to less than high 
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Figure 10. Hmong women perspective: Cause of divorce. Two main causes were being 
unfaithful and communication issues. 
 
 
school attainment, high school degree or GED attainment, and some college or a degree 

attainment. The marital status was collapsed into two categories: single Hmong women 

and married, which consisted of Hmong women who indicated divorced, separated, and 

widowed.  

As shown in Table 1, there are two sets of percentages measured within 

education and marital status. In regards to percent within education, 64.7% of single 

women had some college or a degree while 35.3% of women who were ever married had 

some college or a degree. For those who had a high school or GED attainment, single  
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Table 1 
 
Hmong Women: Education and Marital Status 
 

Marital Status 
Educ Single Married, divorced, 

or separated 

Total 

Count 0 5 5 

% within Educ 0.0% 100.0% 100.0% 
% within MarStat 0.0% 18.5% 7.2% 

Less than HS 

% of Total 0.0% 7.2% 7.2% 
Count  9 4 13 
% within Educ 69.2% 30.8% 100.0% 
% within MarStat 21.4% 14.8% 18.8% 

HS/GED 

% of Total 13.0% 5.8% 18.8% 
Count 33 18 51 
% within Educ 64.7% 35.3% 100.0% 
% within MarStat 78.6% 66.7% 73.9% 

 

Some college or degree 

% of Total 47.8% 26.1% 73.9% 

Count 42 27 69 
% within Educ 60.9% 39.1% 100.0% 
% within MarStat 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

Total 

% of Total 60.9% 39.1% 100.0% 
Note. Percentages are calculated both in education and marital status. There are a higher percentage of 
married women with less than high school completion compared to single women. Overall, single women 
have higher education level and attainment at 60.9%. 
 
 
women consisted of 69.2% and married women 30.8%. For those with less than a high 

school degree, there were no single Hmong women; however, married women had a 

percentage of 100 (n = 5). 

Relationship Between Higher Educational  
  Level and Hmong Women’s Age 

For visual interpretations, Figure 11, the bar graph shows a disbursement of 

Hmong women based on age and where their educational levels lie. Education is 

collapsed into three categories to less than high school, high school or GED, or some 

college or degree. Age is broken down to six categories consisting of 18-25, 26-30, 31-  
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Figure 11. Frequency of Hmong women educational level based on age. The graph 
shows that there are a larger number of younger women who have some college or a 
degree. 
 
 
40, 41-50, 51-60 and 61 or older. The younger women ages 18-25 have a greater count of 

higher educational level at 25 compared to women ages 31 or older at only 3.  

Table 2 shows the relationship between Hmong women’s higher educational 

attainment and their age. Educational level was collapsed into two categories: no college 

attainment or some college and degree attainment. The age categories consisted of 18-22, 

23-30 and 31-66 (n = 64). Two sets of percentages are calculated to show findings for 

within education and within age. Results of percentage for Hmong women within age, 

with no college degree consisted of 52.9% for age category 18-22, 5.9% for age category  
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Table 2 
 
Hmong Women: Education and Age 
 

Age 
Educ 

18-22 23-30 31-66 
Total 

Count 9 1 7 17
% within Educ 52.9% 5.9% 41.2% 100.0%
% within Age 40.9% 4.5% 35.0% 26.6%

No college 

% of Total 14.1% 1.6% 10.9% 26.6%
Count 13 21 13 47
% within Educ 27.7% 44.7% 27.7% 100.0%
% within Age 59.1% 95.5% 65.0% 73.4%

 

Some college or degree 

% of Total 20.3% 32.8% 20.3% 73.4%
Count 22 22 20 64
% within Educ 34.4% 34.4% 31.3% 100.0%
% within Age 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

Total 

% of Total 34.4% 34.4% 31.3% 100.0%
Note. This is a table showing a crosstabulation of Hmong women based on age and education al level 
collapsed into two levels: No College and Some College or Degree. In this table, the percentages are 
calculated within both education and age. 
 
 
23-30, and 41.2% for age category 31-66. Of those with some college or a degree 

attainment, there were 27.7% for age category 18-22, 44.7% for age category 23-30 and 

27.7% for age category 31-66.  

In Figure 12, Hmong women’s education level and age were graphed in 

cumulative categories. 4.8% of women 40 years or older have less than high school, as 

this is expected if they arrived in the United States when they were too old to attend high 

school or all four years of high school and failed to graduate due to not meeting all state 

requirements. 

Relationship Between Higher Educational  
  Level and Hmong Women’s Generation  

In Table 3, Hmong women’s education and generation were crosstabulated. 

The same collapsed education attainment with either no college and some college or 

degree was used and the generations categorized used were first, one-and-a half and 
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Figure 12. Hmong women’s educational level by cumulative age. As the age increase, the 
number of women with less than high school increases, labeled as the blue bar. The 
number of high school/GED slightly decreases by almost 10%. 
 
 
second. First generation women with no college results within the generation consisted of 

33.3%, one-and-a-half generations are 22.2%, and second generations are 44.4%. First 

generation with some college or a degree was at 9.8%, one and a half with no college 

results within generation consisted of 35.3%. The second generation women with some 

college or a degree made up 54.9%.  

Relationship Between Higher Educational  
  Level and Hmong Women’s Beliefs 

Crosstabulations were analyzed between education and belief in Table 4. 

Results within education for women with no college who believed in Shamanism were 

73.7% and those with some college or degree with the same belief were 26.3%. Women 
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Table 3 
 
Crosstabulation of Hmong Women’s Educational Level Based on Generation  
 

Generation 
Educ 

1st 1.5 2nd  

Total 

Count 6 4 8 18

% within Educ 33.3% 22.2% 44.4% 100.0%
% within Generation 54.5% 18.2% 22.2% 26.1%

No college 

% of Total 8.7% 5.8% 11.6% 26.1%
Count 5 18 28 51
% within Educ 9.8% 35.3% 54.9% 100.0%
% within Generation 45.5% 81.8% 77.8% 73.9%

 

Some college or degree 

% of Total 7.2% 26.1% 40.6% 73.9%

Count 11 22 36 69

% within Educ 15.9% 31.9% 52.2% 100.0%
% within Generation 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

Total 

% of Total 15.9% 31.9% 52.2% 100.0%
Note. Women with no college degree show a higher percentage of 44 for second generation as first 
generation is only 33%. Women with some college or a degree are higher in percentage for second 
generations with 54% compared to one-and-half at 35% and almost 10% for first generations. 
 

with other belief who had no college were 52.9% and of those with some college or a 

degree were 47.1%. Results within beliefs for Hmong women with no college who 

practiced Shamanism were 34.1% and those with some college or degree were 65.9%. 

Women with other belief and with no college were 17.2% and those with some college or 

degree were 82.8%. Overall, results within beliefs indicated that a higher percentage of 

women with some college or degree “other beliefs” instead of Shamanism.  

 
Qualitative Findings  

As shown in Table 5, eight Hmong women were interviewed. They consisted 

of different ages, educational levels, and marital statuses. Field notes were taken to 

validate and substantiate the participants’ reflections, thoughts and perspectives about the 

influences of their roles and responsibilities on their attitude towards higher education.  
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Table 4 
 
Crosstabulation of Hmong Women’s Educational Level and Belief  
 

Belief 
Educ 

Shamanism All other beliefs 
Total 

Count 14 5 19
% within Educ 73.7% 26.3% 100.0%
% within Belief 34.1% 17.2% 27.1%

No college 

% of Total 20.0% 7.1% 27.1%
Count 27 24 51
% within Educ 52.9% 47.1% 100.0%
% within Belief 65.9% 82.8% 72.9%

 

Some college or degree 

% of Total 38.6% 34.3% 72.9%
Count 41 29 70
% within Educ 58.6% 41.4% 100.0%
% within Belief 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

Total 

% of Total 58.6% 41.4% 100.0%
Note. The religious orientations are collapsed into two categories of either Shamanism or other beliefs. 
Educational levels consist of either no college or some college or degree. Percentages are calculated within 
education and belief to compare. The data indicates a higher percentage (73%) of no college for those who 
practice Shamanism and a slightly higher percentage for education level also (52%). 
 
 
Dates and certain information were changed to protect the participants’ identities. Last 

names and ages will be used to reference each Hmong woman throughout the paper. The 

descriptive data gathered from the questionnaires were categorized into these major 

focuses: 

 What life experiences impacted your decisions to pursue or not pursue higher 

education? 

 What are some of the factors that have influenced your roles and 

responsibilities as a Hmong daughter? 

 What are your perspectives on Hmong women’s traditional roles and 

responsibilities within the home while in pursuit of higher education? 

 How have traditional roles and responsibilities changed in your lifetime? 
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Table 5 

The Eight Hmong Women Interviewed 

Women Age Marital Status Generation Educational 
Attainment 

Belief Children 

Xiong 24 Single; engaged 
to Hmong man 

2nd  BA in Business Shamanism None 

Vue 28 Single; lives with 
and engaged to 
non-Hmong man 

1.5 MA in Education Shamanism None 

ThaoVue 33 Separated from a 
Hmong man 

1.5 BA Social Work Christian 3 

Xiong 62 Married to a 
Hmong man 

1st None Shamanism 12 

Lo 36 Divorced 
(Hmong man) 

1.5 AA in Social 
Behavior 

Christian 5 

Thao 22 Culturally 
Married to a 
Hmong man 

2nd  Currently 
pursuing BA in 
Psychology 

Shamanism None 

Moua  30 Married to a 
Hmong man 

2nd  Some college Christian 3 

Lor  34 Married to a 
Hmong man 

1.5 MA of Social 
Work-student 

Unknown 2 

 
 

The purposeful sampling includes the following eight Hmong women:  

1. Xiong is 24 years of age, single and living with her parents. Her parents 

migrated from Laos and have eight children. Xiong is the fourth oldest child in the family 

and was born in the U.S. She grew up in Northern California where she attended high 

school. After graduating high school she continued right into the CSU system and 

graduated with her bachelors’ degree at age 24, in business and is now working as a 

Financial Aid Analyst at a higher educational institution. 

2. Vue, 28 years of age, lives with her boyfriend, who is not of Hmong descent. 

Vue’s parents lived in Thailand before coming to the U.S. in 1990. She was born in 
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Thailand and grew up in Northern California in a small town Southwest of Chico. She 

has six siblings consisting of one sister and five younger brothers. She is the oldest child 

in the family. Arriving to the states as a young child, she started kindergarten, continued 

on to secondary school and finished her master’s degree in education in 2011. She is 

currently working as an advisor at a higher educational institution. 

3. Thao-Vue is 33 years of age, has three children, was recently separated from 

her husband, and is now living with her family in California. Her parents lived in Laos 

and migrated to the U.S. around 1980. She was born in Thailand and arrived to the U.S. 

before her first birthday. She graduated with her GED in 1999. She has eight siblings 

consisting of one older sister and five brothers making her the seventh oldest child in the 

family. She was married at age seventeen to a Hmong man while living in a different 

state with relatives. After marriage, she continued with her secondary education and 

completed high school. She has since then completed her bachelor’s degree in social 

work and has worked professionally for over eight years.  

4. Lor, 34 years of age, is married with two children, both girls ages thirteen and 

four. Her parents came from Laos in 1986 and resided in Central California. She was 

about seven years of age when her family arrived in the U.S. She grew up in Central 

California and later moved to Northern California. She has three brothers and sisters 

ranging from ages 21 to 29 making her the oldest child in the family. She has her 

undergraduate degree in psychology and is currently pursuing her master’s degree in 

social work. 

5. Lo is 36 years old and divorced. She has five children consisting of three boys 

and two girls, ages ranging from 13 to 19. Her parents came to the U.S. in 1978, 
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migrating from Laos. She was nine months old when they arrived in Seattle, Washington. 

Later they moved down to Central California and now live in Northern California. She 

has five brothers and three sisters; the oldest is in his 40’s and the youngest in his mid 

20’s. She was married to a Hmong man in a traditional ceremony or “culturally married” 

at age fourteen. She continued secondary school and finished high school after being 

married. She went back to college after her divorce; in 2012, she received her associates 

degree from the local junior college.  

6. Thao is 22 years old and considers herself culturally married in the Hmong 

community. Culturally married is when a couple has not legalized their marriage, 

however, has gone through a traditional wedding and they are living together as husband 

and wife. They have been married for at least three years now. She does not have any 

children and is currently a senior pursuing her undergraduate degree in psychology. Her 

parents lived in Laos and Thailand before coming to the U.S. She is unsure of when they 

actually arrived to the states; however, she believes they came during one of the early 

waves of immigration. She has six siblings consisting of all boys, age ranging from 2 to 

22. She is the second oldest of the children.  

7. Xiong is 62 years old, married and has twelve children which consist of nine 

girls and three boys. Her oldest is in his mid-thirties and her youngest is still in secondary 

school. Before migrating to the U.S. on September 21, 1987, they lived in Laos and 

Thailand. In Laos, as a young girl, they lived on the mountain call Npauloovab. The 

village in which they lived in was called Moosloob, now known as Oodumsai or also 

known as Laos Moosai. In Thailand they lived in Phanaab (phanat Nikhom) for less than 

a year before coming to the U.S. and residing in Northern California. She has six siblings 
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consisting of three brothers and two sisters making her the third oldest. Growing up in 

Laos at that time with her older sister and older brother, she was not allowed to attend 

school. She married in Laos at age fifteen in the year 1966.  

8. Moua, is 30 years old, married and has three children age ranging from four 

to eleven. Her parents lived in Laos and Thailand before they came to the United States 

in 1982. When her family arrived to the US, they resided in Stockton, California. The 

family lived in Stockton for about four or five years before moving to a small town called 

Willows in Northern California. Later, her family decided to move to Butte County 

where she grew up and married a Hmong man in 1999. There are ten children in her 

family consisting of six brothers and two older sisters and one younger, making her the 

sixth oldest child. She married at age sixteen before completing high school. Her husband 

is nine years older than her. Once she completed her diploma, she attended the local 

junior college for about two years; however, had to stop attending and she never attained 

any degree. 

 What Life Experiences Impacted Your Decisions to Pursue or Not Pursue 

Higher Education? 

Most of the Hmong women interviewed fell into either the one-and-a half 

generation or second generation immigration group with the exception of Xiong62, who 

is a first generation immigrant. Out of these eight women, those who have had some 

college are “first generation college students.”  

One of the many statements the participants made in regards to life experiences 

impacting their decisions to pursue higher education was taking on the opportunities 

available to them living in American in order to have a better life. Their parents, having 
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come from a subsistence agrarian life, had little or no experience with formal schooling 

and little or no wages. These Hmong women were actually embedded in the labor market 

within the US.  

Hmong women saw how their parents struggled working multiple jobs to make 

ends meet, falling on or were reliant on the social welfare system. Vue28 stated, 

My dad was always very supportive. He said that the reason we came to the United 
States was to make a better life, he wanted to make sure we took the opportunity. 

 
Lo36 expresses what she has always been taught about education, 

It’s something I learned about education...that it will get me where I want to get to. 
I could always find a job but if I wanted a good paying job then I needed to 
continue with higher education. 

 
Thao22 talks about her parents’ struggles,  

My parents have been the most influential factors for me mainly because they didn’t 
have the opportunity. They would give words of encouragement for us children to 
pursue higher education. I see them struggle a lot and they have had to work really 
hard due to the lack of education. I am very fortunate to have many older aunts and 
uncles as mentors who have obtained college degrees, and in many ways because of 
their accomplishments I also feel pressured to make this decision. 

  
Those who married at a young age reflected upon their own struggles in trying to 

financially support their family. Lo36, who is divorced with five children, expressed her 

reasons of pursuing higher education after the father of her children passed away. In her 

reflection she says, 

they (children) motivate me in that I am the only person they see, they don’t have a 
father. I am the only one and I have to show them that I could do it. Hopefully in 
doing so, I can also motivate them. 

 
Thao-Vue33 expresses the lack of support from family after getting married at age 

seventeen, 
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I got married very young and experienced a lot of financial challenges. I didn’t 
have a lot of family support and had to make a change by pursuing higher 
education. 

 
Xiong62, a first generation Hmong woman who grew up in Laos, never had the 

opportunity to attend school as a child; indeed within six months after arriving to the US, 

she was pregnant with her fifth child. She expressed her inability to obtain any type of 

education due traditional factors and her obligations within the home. 

Back in the day the elders did not think like the way we think today. At that time I 
had an older brother and one older sister. My parents did not allow us girls to go to 
school. Where we lived, all we did was farm and that was what we were expected to 
learn and do. My parents would say, “Nej yog nia ntxhias xwb, cia nej kawm ntawv 
tag los nej yuav mus yuav txiv, nej kav ntsij ua qhev es cia tub kawm xwb nawb.”  

 
This is a common perspective by Hmong elders in the native country. In English 

translation, Xiong62’s parents’ said, 

“You are only a daughter, even if you go to school and finish you will marry, so 
best you both just do hard labor work for us and leave school to the son.” 

 
She also expressed reasons why she could not go to school even while living in the U.S.:  

I was pregnant with my fifth child on February 1988 shortly after coming to the 
U.S. It was not even a year yet and there came the next child. It was like that every 
year until my twelfth child. I never had a chance to go to school or work. We didn’t 
have any in-laws living with us, so we had no childcare. It was hard since I couldn’t 
drive and we were on welfare.  

 
Lor34 talked about her goals in taking the opportunity now, even though she was 

married early. As an adult she realized what she needed to do in order to support her 

family.  

My dad has his associate degree; therefore, I felt I needed to at least go beyond 
him. My parents were very strict but I had some flexibilities. I got married because 
everyone was getting married. Life would be a lot easier had I stayed single longer 
to finish my education. I think I would have my PhD by now. 
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Moua30 expressed that though she and her siblings were encouraged to do well in 

school, it was also important to work. All of her ten siblings have enrolled and attended 

the local junior college but none of them has obtained a degree, not even an associate. 

She indicated that there was always a struggle with finances making it hard to either stay 

in school or go back. She enrolled at the junior college right after she graduated high 

school and attended a few years. She was really close to completing her two-year degree 

but during that last semester, she got pregnant with her first child. She talked about her 

reasons why she gave up college: 

I really wanted to keep going to school but there’s things….it’s going to sound like I 
am giving excuses . . . but there are things in your life that prevents you from going. 
What really held me back was when I was pregnant with my baby. I couldn’t go 
back because there were more responsibilities and we didn’t have anyone to take 
care of the baby. Aside from that, we had a lot of financial hardship too. After the 
baby I just went to work. 

 
After her child was older, Moua30 considered going back to finish her associates 

degree but because she had to maintain her responsibilities at home, she feared failure. 

For that reason then, she decided that work was the best option for her. Moua30 does not 

recall many direct influences from her parents since they had no educational background 

and since she was married young. Much of her perspectives were from her husband and 

in-laws. She did not feel she had enough support from her husband and that was another 

reason why she chose not to continue with higher education. From an older sister’s 

perspective looking at her younger sister’s experience living with her parents, Moua30 

realized why higher education became less important in the family:  

My mom and dad never had any type of education at all and they have always 
worked in order to survive, so they never really saw the importance of going to 
college. With my sister, they would say to her, “If school is too hard, just go find a 
job and work so you have money to pay bills.”  
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 What Are Some of the Factors That Have Influenced Your Roles and 

Responsibilities As a Hmong Daughter? 

Xiong24 is a single Hmong daughter who still lives with her parents. She talks 

about her responsibility within the home.  

Growing up…my mom always disciplined us to learn how to do household chores 
but we were too lazy to do them, and made excuses. Now that I am older my parents 
expect that I know how to do certain things for them. When doing so, I realized I 
had to ask them for help. They have gotten impatient with me and I turn around 
blaming them for not teaching me since I never recalled performing the duty. I have 
learned that there were reasons why they were trying to teach me during my 
younger years. The little things I did learn have helped me when I have had to be 
away from home for school. 

 
Aside from family obligations, Xiong24 also talks about community influences in her 

roles and responsibilities. 

I feel it’s important for Hmong daughters to learn all domestic roles and 
responsibilities. The Hmong community thinks this too. I notice that younger 
generations are not learning these roles anymore due to school and work. They 
hardly partake in family and traditional ceremonies anymore. If we don’t learn it, 
as time pass we will no longer know these ways anymore. 

 
Thao22 expresses her feelings about traditional roles and trying to be herself, 

My family is still very traditional so they emphasized traditional roles a lot as I was 
growing up as a Hmong daughter. When I was younger I wanted to play sports and 
I was unable to do so due to having to be available at home to babysit. All the 
elders always say, “one day you will be a nyab” and this makes it hard. I always 
wanted to be involved with the community but it’s hard because of all the Hmong 
daughter responsibilities you have to do. They are always looking at you with 
expectations and if you really know your roles. It took me a few years through 
different stages to really find myself in order to balance it all.  

 
She expresses her challenges and the factors of being a Hmong nyab: 

As a Hmong nyab it’s even harder, there is no room to be yourself. I am an 
outgoing person and I love to talk. In the summer, I also love to wear summer 
dresses, shorts and tank tops but every time we are around my in-laws I am in jeans 
and long sleeves. When visiting my in-laws, I don’t talk very much either. I had to 
learn and know my role in that you do not speak until you are asked a question. You 
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are not suppose to voice your opinion. The elders know better and you always 
agree and go with what they say. This has been very hard for me to accept. Physical 
appearance is very important too…my mother-in-law would tell me, “You shouldn’t 
wear makeup and you shouldn’t cut your hair. You shouldn’t wear your contacts 
when you can wear your glasses.” I don’t know if it’s just them or if the community 
will also judge me for these things. 

 
Lo36 reflects upon the days when she was advised about her role as a nyab: 

She always talked about back in the days, “Whatever your husband does or says 
you’re suppose to sit there and listen. He could go out all he wants and you be there 
and make sure you have food prepared for him and hope that one day he will 
realize how good of a wife you are.” I had no voice in my marriage and really had 
no communication with my husband and mother. From other elders and my mother 
in- law, I was always told, “You don’t hit your husband, you don’t talk back to your 
husband, you don’t raise your voice to your husband and you never raise your hand 
beyond his head.”  

 
Xiong62, a woman who has followed traditional roles and values all her life, 

expresses her thoughts about Hmong traditional roles and expectations from a mother and 

mother in-law perspective. 

Learning how to cook and clean is very important for when they become a nyab. 
They need to know their roles as a nyab and know how to respect their in-laws. We 
teach our girls that it’s really hard. Marriage today is different and it’s not like 
back in the day. Some do not take marriage serious enough and may marry for so 
many days and run away. Some Hmong daughters can’t provide for themselves and 
then his family may not want to her anymore. Some Hmong daughters work outside 
the home and become unfaithful to their husband. 
 
Vue28 being the oldest child in her family expresses the importance of learning 

certain duties as a Hmong daughter: 

I am a one and a half generation and growing up in the 90’s the Hmong traditions 
were still very intact. My mom taught us how to do needlepoint, mend clothes, and 
cook rice the old fashion way. The ideal and traditional ways influenced me to be 
who I am today. I think my parent did a very good job of keeping us in the house. 
We lived in a very small town so there wasn’t much for us to get into. My dad had a 
different perspective on marrying young. He would say, “There is plenty of time, 
wait until they come to you.”  
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Lor34 stated that learning Hmong traditional roles and responsibilities at the 

younger age and as a young Hmong nyab have really helped her; now that she has her 

own children. She says,  

My kids have become very important to me, they made me grow up to be a good 
mother and be more responsible. 

 
Moua30 talks about growing up in a Christian family she doesn’t recall any specific 

factors influencing her to maintain or learn any specific roles or responsibilities. She 

quotes, 

I was brought up in a Christian family and my parents never really required any-
thing of me, especially household chores or responsibilities. Sometime they would 
tell me to help with cooking and making rice but I only did it if I wanted to. If they 
never repeated and keep asking then I never felt obligated to help. I actually had 
not learned much when I lived with my parents. 

 
She expresses what she was told to do as a nyab,  

I was told by elders that I needed to change and not be like I was when I was 
younger now that I was married. I must also not be lazy and I needed to groom my 
husband and take care of him. I knew what was expected of me but even as a nyab if 
I was tired I thought it was okay. I felt I was able to make my own decisions when it 
was important. I don’t think my husband cared too much. I never really cared what 
society or the Hmong community said or thought of me. 

 
 What Are Your Perspectives on Hmong Women’s Traditional Roles and 

Responsibilities Within the Home While in Pursuit of Higher Education? 

Both single and married Hmong women have expressed challenges with keeping up 

with traditional roles and responsibilities within the home while in pursuit of higher 

education.  

Thao22 talks about why she chose to pursue higher education and how she handled 

traditional roles verses and what she wanted for herself:  
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Sometimes I don’t know if I need to follow all that the elders have said or to do 
what I think is right for me. It’s coming from the elders so it seems like the right 
thing to do. I really wanted to study abroad to Australia but I was already married. 
Though it was important to me I had to really evaluate what was more important to 
me. At the end I decided not to go because I didn’t want to create conflict for my 
family. I chose to major in psychology because I wanted to better understand 
people and how they think. Anytime when making decisions about my education or 
anything, I had to make sure I weighed the pros and cons looking from a traditional 
family perspective first. Sometimes I would put myself in my aunt’s position and ask 
myself what she would do if she were me. I think balancing all this is very hard and 
it really holds you back from exploring your capabilities. 

 
Xiong62 sees the importance of both education and knowing your roles and 

responsibilities: 

If they are educated but do not know our Hmong roles to help relatives or even 
cook or clean then it’s no good either. Parents should take their Hmong daughters 
to help relatives so they learn. The community then will also see that their 
daughters know their duties. Even my nyab, I will ask her if she is available to go 
with me to help the relatives’ at their gathering. 

  
Xiong62 also expressed the importance of parent involvement with her children’s school 

meetings. 

I noticed Hmong parents do not attend their kids’ school activities. We always try 
to go unless we have other more important matters to attend to or unless our kids 
did not tell us.  

 
Vue28 talked about her a connection with her parents allowing her to have 

independence to make decisions when it came to education. 

I personally never had any issues but many of my friends had issues, especially 
when they had school projects to do and their roles in the home. I feel like my dad 
was progressive when it came to education and our roles. He trusted us enough to 
make our own decisions knowing we weren’t going to do anything to embarrass 
them. I was told that I was too intimidating, though I didn’t think I was a very 
outspoken Hmong girl. Perhaps because I was given more independence and I was 
more goal oriented than most Hmong girls in our town.  

 
Vue28 also expressed her experience with how the community views her as Hmong 

daughter going away to graduate school miles away and living on her own. 
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When I was in graduate school, I was talking to my sister and she mentioned about 
a comment that a distant uncle had said about me, “You only wanted to go to 
school far away because you wanted to go and ‘ua mijchab xwb.’.” 

 
A literal translation is to this phrase to “to date and sleep around.”  

I was really hurt that I had to prove myself. Wasn’t it enough that I had already 
completed my bachelor’s degree and had not gotten married yet? It’s really sad 
that there was very little trust. They can send a boy away not thinking twice about 
the kinds of things they will get into but not being able to trust a Hmong daughter to 
step outside her home because they think we will not be smart enough and will 
throw ourselves at the first guy we see. This remark only motivated me more to 
prove him wrong. 

 
Lo36 attended college after she was divorced from her husband and was fortunate 

to be living with her parents. Her parents helped her with transporting her children to and 

from school as she focused on her education. When living with her husband and mother-

in-law, household chores was not an issue as it was for her to make her own decisions. 

She reflects upon her experience, 

As a nyab I still had to cook and clean but if I had homework, my mother in-
law was really good about helping. My husband was okay too as long as he was 
sitting right next to me as I worked on my homework. My husband was the very 
jealous type, so I was not able to join school clubs even though it was school 
related. I could never be late coming home from school either. One time it was late 
past the normally time and he came to school looking for me.  

His relatives even said to him, “If you let her go too much she is going to meet 
someone”  

 
Thao-vue33 pursued higher education after being married at age seventeen and 

having children. 

There was a lot of pressure from my family and the community. I was expected to 
hold the family together and none of my duties changed even though I was going to 
school. Though this was a decision agreed by both my husband and I, my in-laws 
still found reasons to look down on me for continuing with higher education. They 
warned my husband that he was wasting his time working and putting me through 
school because I would leave him once I was educated.  
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Xiong62 gave her perspectives about allowing her nine daughters to choose higher 

education. As a parent with no educational background, she expressed how little they 

knew about the educational system in the United States and how it prevented them from 

allowing their children to fully access all of their educational opportunities during the 

early years. Both her and her husband encourages their children to pursue higher 

education as far as possible before going to work. She quotes: “Zoo li ib thaj teb es, ua 

ua txog tog xwb es muab tso tseg, ua tsis tiav.” This a common saying about pursuing 

any life goals if not done right. The idea is translated as, “It’s like plowing your field, 

getting only half way and never finishing, nothing becomes of it.” 

Just as any parent, they also hoped that one or two of their children would choose to 

become a medical doctor or a lawyer; however, they know that they cannot control what 

their children like and do not like. She re-iterates to her daughters the importance of 

school and their roles within the Hmong culture and emphasizes for them to work much 

harder to reach a good balance. Xiong62 was unable to go to school because of the 

number of children she had to care for in the home. It was also impossible because her 

husband was very active within the community helping relatives. Almost every other 

weekend her husband participated in weddings as a Mejkoob (the wedding advocator), 

funerals as a Txiv Xaiv (ritual advisor), and playing the qeej (Hmong traditional 

instrument played in a traditional funeral ritual guiding the deceased to its’ destination).  

Xiong24 talked about her observations of Hmong family’s expectations for Hmong 

daughters while pursuing higher education.  

Mother’s and mother-in-laws do expect Hmong daughters to still get up early to 
cook rice and come back home to cook dinner. Realizing how hard my mom works I 
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often try to come home from college on the weekends to help her. I really feel bad 
when I am so busy with schoolwork that I am unable to help her. 

 
Moua30 gave her opinion about Hmong women’s roles at home while in pursuit of 

higher education: 

Roles and responsibilities are important too but parents should consider that they 
are also attending school and if they are doing well then they need to ask less of 
them when it comes to their duties at home. If not this will really discourage them 
and only add more stress on them. 

 
She mentioned why her roles as a wife and mother led her to decide not to pursue 

college: 

I felt a lot of pressure and this has been one of the things that have 
discouraged me from going back to school. When I get home from school, there is 
really no time to study and finish my homework because you will need to take care 
of the kids, cook or clean the house. 

Even with my own daughter, I would expect for her to know some of these 
roles and responsibilities but I would never put pressure on her to do things around 
the house.  

 
Moua30 goes into details as to what kind of support she needed from her husband in 

order for her to be able to return back to college: 

 If he would help and just cook some nights without getting mad. We could take 
turns and this would help, especially for the days that I might be late from school 
because of needing extra time to study alone at school or finish your homework. 
Once I get home it’s impossible to do it at home . . . but Hmong men, they never 
trust you enough. They don’t believe that you were really at school and this was just 
an excuse and they think you were actually doing something else. This is one of the 
most discouraging factors. Should this (spend too much time at school) happen 
often then soon there would be conflict in your marriage. In these instances, if you 
want to save your marriage then you just have to let everything else go and be the 
one to give up. It’s really hard if there is not enough trust in a marriage. I really 
want to go back and get my degree but when I think of these episodes then I know 
that it will never happen. I was hoping to be the change in our family since we have 
children and want to set good examples for them.  
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 How Have Roles and Responsibilities Changed Within Their Life Time? 

As Hmong people assimilate into western culture, their traditional ways are 

changing. These Hmong women express what they have seen changed within their life 

time in regards to their roles and responsibilities along with educational opportunities.  

Xiong24 reflected on the fact that Hmong parents are more lenient with specific 

roles and responsibilities within the home; however, how Hmong daughters are valued 

has not changed much from her perspective:  

My parents don’t say that I have to do these duties all the time, but every now 
and then my mom does wake us up around eight in the morning to cook breakfast.  

Mainly, this is because they are busy doing other things and needed us to 
help. 

Boys are important in Hmong culture. In our family, the girls are the oldest 
and we have two younger brothers. We feel like we have to be out there and need to 
prove that we can do things like getting a college degree. There’s always that 
expectation wanting us to go into the medical field, but not everyone is smart 
enough to do it. I decided to go into business in hopes that it is good enough. 

 
She also emphasized about the opportunities available to Hmong women today being able 

work outside the home while going to school. In the home, she also saw that males are 

helping with household chores especially among the younger generations. She expressed 

her dad’s traditional values about cooking and cleaning.  

My dad doesn’t cook and clean. He says he already does the manly duties like 
fixing the car and mowing the lawn. My mom will often complain that he doesn’t 
wash his own dishes and then he would respond, “The day you can also fix cars 
and mow the lawn then you can complain.”  

 
Thao-vue33 stated that Hmong women’s’ roles changed only in some ways 

allowing the younger generations to continue with higher education. She reflected upon 

her journey and the changed perspectives of her family.  

It’s changed a bit based on my personal experience. In my case, my family’s 
attitude only changed because I had proved myself to them. I was the first one in my 
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husband’s family to go to college and get a degree, in addition to working as a 
professional. In many ways, I paved the way for my younger nieces and now their 
parents are encouraging them to pursue higher education. In general, the 
awareness is out there for Hmong daughters to pursue education instead of 
marrying so young. 

 
Lo36 indicated how Hmong women are now voicing their opinion and taking on 

opportunities that would have otherwise been frowned upon. 

I see a lot of changes, girls not getting married at a young age. They are speaking 
out on what they want to do and not holding back. In some sense, we are valued a 
bit more as human beings. Hmong girls are now seeing that they have just as much 
influences and abilities to do what they want. “I have the same amount of power as 
a man, I can do whatever I want to do; if he can stand alongside me then he can 
and if he can’t then he doesn’t have to.” 

 
She agreed that learning how to cook and clean was important, she also values this across 

the board for her daughters and sons. This is her advice to her daughters: 

I tell my girls the same thing . . . to learn how to cook and clean but more so that 
they don’t have to go out and eat so much. In some ways it is for when they are a 
nyab too. It would be nice though if they were to find a husband who knows how to 
cook and clean so they can share responsibilities.  

 
Xiong62 acknowledged that there have been tremendous changes within her 

lifetime. Reflecting back to the days when she was growing up, and comparing what her 

daughters accomplished continues to still inspire her. Many roles are valued, but she 

encourages all her children including her daughters to continue with school. It does not 

matter to her that one day they will marry into someone else’s family. It is more 

important to her that they supported themselves and their family. She expressed 

frustration with her inability to help all her children because of the distance of where they 

live for educational and career purposes. Aside from one of her younger daughter, all her 

children are now grown and live in different cities throughout the United States. She even 

has another daughter, who moved to New York to attend college (NYU). Things have 
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changed so much, that even her second youngest who is still in secondary school resides 

with one of her older married daughters in Fresno and going to private school. She 

explained how all this happened: 

My daughter who is married and lives in Fresno recommended this private school 
(The Thatcher School1) to my younger daughter who was only in sixth grade at that 
time. Somehow, she was so interested in that school; she had asked us every single 
day to allow for her to transfer there. She was so young, yet she knew how much 
she wanted to attend this school. I am sure she was given information from my 
older daughter, but for her to be so certain amazed me. It was so different for me as 
a young Hmong daughter but we allowed for her to do this with the help of her 
older sister. My very youngest daughter now may just follow her footsteps and 
transfer too should she be accepted.  

 
Lor34 expressed her feelings about the flexibility given to her younger siblings:  

Compare to when I was growing up, there has been lots of changes. Not only are 
Hmong daughters expected to continue with higher education, but they are given 
less responsibilities around the house. I remember every weekend I had to get up at 
seven o’clock in the morning and couldn’t sleep in. I would say to my dad, “Dude, 
dad it’s Saturday” and he would be like, “I know it’s work day for you.” And now 
my younger sisters, they can do whatever they want. My mom would call my sister 
“the queen” because she doesn’t cook and clean.  

 
Thao22 the only daughter in her family, now culturally married, talked about how 

her parents are now more involved with her younger siblings’ higher educational choices. 

My parents are talking more about taking my younger brothers on college tours 
and I was really surprised. I am happy that they are doing that since my brother 
wants to attend either Stanislaus or UCLA. My parents are more open and have 
asked for him to talk to me since I was the first one of my siblings to attend a 
university. The perspectives have definitely changed; however, traditional values 
are still very important in our family.  

 
She also added that Hmong women are given more opportunities to take on 

leadership roles, and voice their opinions.  

                                                 
1 The Thatcher School is a boarding school, founded in 1889 located 85 miles northwest of 

Los Angeles, CA. The school serves academically talented student who will benefit from a rigorous college 
preparatory experience. The school consisted of 220 students in boarding and 20 day students for the 13/14 
academic year with 55 faculties. Tuition for the academic year was $50,550. Admit percent is 14%. Their 
class of 2013 SAT1 combined was 1850 to 2160. 
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I now hear more and more Hmong girls talk and know what they want to do; they 
have specific goals and dreams. My parents even understand now . . . and they are 
okay with Hmong daughters moving out while going to college. This was normally 
frowned upon when I was growing up. 

 
Moua30 believed there are many changes in general within Hmong families. 

Hmong daughters today she feels have fewer responsibilities in the home compared to the 

past. Though she did not come about strict families, she expressed what she has seen and 

heard from strict family back in the day:  

I have seen some parents that are really strict to their Hmong daughters. They 
would yell and sometimes threaten to hit them if they do not finish their chores.  

And now many parents are so easy going. Hmong daughters can come home 
and have more time to do their studies.  

 
She compared how different it is now with her younger sister, 

She gets to go out with no curfew and even without telling my parents. There are 
really no rules for her at all. 

 
She also mentioned the abundance of opportunities for Hmong women to continue higher 

education. However, she feels that families are still traditional in many ways and Hmong 

women are still not able to voice their opinion.  
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CHAPTER V 
 
 

DISCUSSION 
 
 

In order to analyze and test the hypothesis stating that when it comes to 

Hmong women and their attitude towards higher education it is based on their marital 

status; other factors relating to Hmong women’s education, such as age, generation and 

religious orientation are also considered in the researcher’s argument. The proposed 

questions set forth from chapter one will be discussed with the consideration of these 

other factors in order to answer the researcher’s thesis statement. 

 What are the primary roles and responsibilities of Hmong women within their 

family? 

 What life experiences impacted their decisions to pursue or not pursue higher 

education? 

 Have these traditional roles and responsibilities changed in their life time? 

 
Hmong Women’s Primary Roles and  

Responsibilities 

As shown in Figures 6 and 8, married Hmong women are 

culturally/traditionally bound by specific marital obligations to her husband, in-laws and 

clan relatives as described in the literature review a factors which effects decisions about 

higher education. These roles developed in the context of an agrarian society where they 

worked in the fields, hunted, etc., and women took care of the household chores.  
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One would assume that living in the United States for over thirty years, there 

would be cultural adaptation when it comes to Hmong women and their traditional roles. 

Regardless of marital status, the majority of Hmong women said that their primary role is 

still to take care of all household duties, help with relatives, and work outside the home to 

provide for the family. Modern education comes on top of typical traditional duties at the 

same time. Thus, more than half of married Hmong women compared to single Hmong 

women indicated they provided more than 51% of domestic duties by themselves. Based 

on the perspectives of the Hmong women interviewed, single Hmong women had some 

flexibility and did not feel fully obligated to help with household duties compared to 

married Hmong women. Hmong women were advised at their wedding ceremony of their 

duties as a nyab. If a Hmong woman did not meet their obligations as a nyab, maintaining 

their roles and responsibilities, not only would they create a problem within their 

marriage, but they also risk being “sent back” by their in-laws. 

In regards to participation in family gatherings before and after the pursuit of 

higher education, Hmong women who were single and who did not participate in the 

work involved with family gatherings increased by 4.3%; there was a 5.2% increase for 

those who indicated participating from one to three times within the six months; however, 

there was a decrease for those who participated four to six times by 8.7% and 10.9% for 

seven or more times in participations within the six months period (Figure 7). In 

comparison to married Hmong women as referenced in Figure 8, those who indicated no 

family participation at all only increased by .6%, one to three participation decreased by 

7.8% and increased participation by 1.1% for those who indicated four to six times and 
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for those who participated in family gatherings seven times or more within the six months 

period increased by 5.6%.  

Though there was an increase for single Hmong women who participated one 

to three within the six month period, there was a greater decrease for women who 

participated four or more times and an increase in no obligation to participate in family 

gatherings. Therefore, participation in family gathering is a factor in Hmong women’s 

roles and responsibility.  

In my experience, while enrolled as a graduate student, I took notice that my 

frequency in participation had decreased compared to when I was not enrolled. Though it 

decreased, the participation never stopped leaving me with decisions to make 

participating in more important gatherings and limiting to immediate family events. Over 

all, married Hmong women’s family obligation and participation increased more than 

single Hmong women while in pursuit of higher education.   

 
Life Experiences Impacting their Decisions  
to Pursue or Not Pursue Higher Education 

The data showed that there are a number of factors that influence Hmong 

women’s decision to continue with higher education. In the quantitative survey, women 

indicated that financial hardship and the necessity to work did not allow them to pursue 

higher education. On the individual level based on the interviews, women indicated that 

the main factor was due to financial reasons and family obligations within the home. 

Understanding that continuing with higher education is a long-term commitment, married 

women with little or no family support feared marital conflict and failure if they are 
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unable to keep up with schoolwork and household obligations. As the interviews showed, 

this was framed in terms of traditional attributives like 

Looking at a married Hmong woman’s perspective with no educational 

background, Xiong62 expressed that even though she had been living in the United States 

since her mid thirties, she was unable to attend school because she had arrived with four 

children whom she had care for along with other household obligations. She had her fifth 

child not long after arriving in the U.S. and several more after that. The exigencies of 

immigration also meant that few in-laws were available to help take care of children, and 

she could not she afford to pay for childcare in order to attend school. So instead she 

invested in her children by allowing them to make higher education their priority, even 

her daughters.  

Moua30 claimed that her biggest obstacle was not getting enough support 

from her husband. She understood that she had responsibilities within the home, such as 

cooking and cleaning and taking care of her children. Without support with household 

responsibilities, she could not foresee any college opportunities for herself. Her major 

worry was that her husband would not trust her while in school. Issues would start to 

arise when she needed extra time at school to finish her projects or studies and he would 

question her loyalty and if she was truly at school. When asked if this was an influence 

from elders or the community, she states that this is just how he was and until he changed 

she did not think she could manage her responsibilities in the home and risk marital 

conflict. Thus, the husbands support is a major factor in Hmong women’s success and 

completion of postsecondary education. 
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This raises two issues of inter-familial jealousy regarding academic 

achievement: divorce due to difference in educational level, and the vulnerability of 

women falling for another mans kind words. Within the Hmong community it is 

common, should the husband support his wife in pursuing higher education and if she 

continues to surpass his academic level, it is suggested or advised by elders for him to be 

careful of this. The fear is that once his wife attains her goals she will likely leave him for 

someone better. In the survey women were asked what they thought was the major reason 

or cause of divorces in today’s Hmong couples. As indicated in Figure 10, 31.4% 

designated that the cause was being unfaithful and 30 % indicated the cause was 

communications. In my own speculations for the cause of divorce, should a Hmong 

woman divorce her husband after she reaches her educational goal, it may be due to the 

fact that she and her husband have always had issues not relating to her educational level. 

Lo36 was unable to continue higher education due to her husband’s jealousy. She 

experienced this even when she was trying to finish her high school degree, unable to be 

late coming home.  

Though both Xiong62 and Moua30 mentioned being on welfare and 

struggling due to finances, they still chose to take care of their family. Being a Hmong 

nyab, wife and mother, they could not just have someone take over when they were in 

school. Education is a long-term commitment, and though families may indicate support, 

family obligations are still primary. For example, Thao22, who is culturally married and 

currently pursuing higher education, discussed her inability “to be herself” when she is 

around her in-laws. She felt obligated to perform traditional roles, and though both she 

and her husband live in a different town from their in-laws, they return home on most 
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weekends, setting aside her studies for traditional familial gatherings such as ua neeb. 

Thus, she is required to oblige by all traditions and also to dress conservatively. Though 

she is given all these responsibilities, elders still look upon her as a Hmong nyab who is 

too young to know anything.  

Thao-Vue33 also talked about her challenges going to school, working part 

time and caring for her family. Lo36, divorced with five children, did not have a chance 

to continue with higher education until divorcing from her husband, and she explicitly 

connected the two events. After her divorce, she lived with her biological parents; this 

allowed her to go about her day attending college with no worries. This was a similar 

claim to single Hmong women when living with their own parents. 

Women who were single and pursuing higher education all described familial 

and household obligations; however, these obligations did not keep them from pursuing 

higher education. Xiong24 and Vue 28 expressed they had some leniency from parents 

while attending higher education. As long as they were busy with school, they were less 

expected by their family and or obligated to their household responsibilities. Both talked 

about how important it was to learn all the traditional roles and values within the Hmong 

culture realizing that if they are not learned then they will easily be lost.  

Xiong24 expressed how her younger sisters have slowing lost the cultural 

values and traditions because they no longer attend traditional family rituals. They also 

did not come home often on weekends due to school projects or events. This is illustrated 

in Figure 7 and 8 of the quantitative data. In contrast, Vue28 was able to appreciate all 

the things her parents taught her as a young Hmong daughter. She knew how to mend 
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clothes, cross stitch and cook rice the old fashion way because she took the time to learn 

it. But would her younger sisters? 

Overall, single Hmong women had fewer responsibilities within the home 

compared to married Hmong women. Based on the women’s perspectives, married 

women could not choose to pursue postsecondary school if they did not have full support. 

Married women pursuing higher education are at risk of familial or marital disruption and 

would be seen as a “lazy” nyab.  

If he would help and just cook some nights without getting mad. We could take 
turns and this would help, especially for the days that I might be late from school 
because of needing extra time to study alone at school or finish your homework. 
Once I get home it’s impossible to do it at home . . . but Hmong men, they never 
trust you enough. They don’t believe that you were really at school and this was just 
an excuse and they think you were actually something else. This is one of the most 
discouraging factors. Should this (spend too much time at school) happen often 
then soon there would be conflict in your marriage. In these instances, if you want 
to save your marriage then you just have to let everything else go and be the one to 
give up. It’s really hard if there is not enough trust in a marriage. I really want to 
go back and get my degree but when I think of these episodes then I know that it 
will never happen. I was hoping to be the change in our family since we have 
children and want to set good examples for them. [Moua30]  

Have These Traditional Roles and Responsibilities Changed in Their Life Time? 

Based on the interviews regardless of age or generation, all Hmong women 

indicated that in their roles and responsibilities changed in the U.S. single women 

describe different attitudes and opportunities for younger generations compared to when 

they were younger. They believe Hmong females are more likely to voice their opinions, 

especially towards their parents. They seem more goal-oriented and the idea of marriage 

at an early age is fading.  
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Married Hmong women feel they are still restricted though as to their 

decisions to pursue postsecondary school; however, they see the changes for their 

younger female siblings who have more freedom when responding to traditional roles.  

Learning how to cook and clean is very important for when they become a nyab. 
They need to know their roles as a nyab and know how to respect their in-laws. We 
teach our girls that it’s really hard. Marriage today is different and it’s not like us 
back in the day. Some do not take marriage serious enough and may marry for so 
many days and run away. Some Hmong daughter can’t provide for themselves and 
then his family may not want to her anymore. Some Hmong daughters work outside 
the home and become unfaithful to their marriage. [Xiong62] 

My own perspective as a member of the one-and-half generation, who had to 

break my own grounds to achieve my own educational goals, is that I set new tone for my 

own daughters, of whom one is now in college. I am allowing them to take on any 

educational opportunities available to them, not so much because I have an educational 

background but because of my own struggles. I still value many of our Hmong traditions 

and practices; however, I believe that there are ways to teach these without restricting 

their opportunities.  

Overall, because there are more and more Hmong women who have become 

successful in academia and in the professional world, more parents are likely to 

encourage and support their Hmong daughters in pursuing postsecondary education 

giving them room to be independent. In many ways, parents are seeing results of the 

successful Hmong women, even if it is not to become a doctor or lawyer! 

 
Hmong Women and Marital Status  

When analyzing single and married Hmong women’s perspectives about 

higher education, we could argue that married Hmong women have different attitudes 
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towards higher education compared to single Hmong women. Though both may have 

certain roles and responsibilities within the home, married women have additional 

responsibilities.  

For example in Table 1, women who have ever been married have a higher 

percentage with less than high school attainment compared to single women. There were 

also 6.6% less for women ever married with a high school or GED attainment when 

compared to single women. For women who have ever been married with some college 

or a degree attainment, the percentage is also 11.9 less than single women.  

According to the married Hmong women, it is more than expectations; it is an 

obligation when their parents accept the dowry payment. The amount that was paid 

became the value they had to live up to. The cultural expectations for being “married” 

and a nyab hold great responsibilities such as duties to not only the domestic roles, but 

also to a husband, children, in-laws, clan relatives and community a whole. As much 

dedication as any student needs to have, a married Hmong woman needs to also be able 

to have all the attributes of being a student and juggle the complexities of life as a wife, 

mother, nyab and perhaps even an employee.  

As a married Hmong woman who chose to continue with higher education, I 

am only considered successful to this day because I was able to balance my full-time job, 

my marriage, my four children, and my duty as a daughter-in-law, in addition to my 

academic responsibilities. Similar to Moua30, if my marriage was at risk I would have set 

aside education. 
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Hmong Women and Age 

The results in Table 2 indicated a high 44.7% for the 23-30 age category in 

having some college or degree attainment, followed by 27.7% for the 31-66 age category 

as the second highest percentage for some college or degree attainment. The remaining is 

27.7% for the age category 18-22, in which we can argue that this is a normal distribution 

of percentages and there seems to be no real significance relating age to educational 

status. We can agree that it is normal to have a high percentage of some college or degree 

attainment between ages 23-30 with the knowledge that this is the expected age range to 

obtain either a two or four year degree. It may be assumed that younger Hmong women 

may be more likely to have an opportunity to obtain some college or obtain a college 

degree compared to older Hmong women; however, this is not necessarily the case 

according to the results. We clearly see that the distributions are very close for those who 

have no college for ages 18-22 and 31-66. In the survey, those who did not pursue higher 

education indicated that their main reason is deciding to work. For those who decided to 

work, single women consisted of 40% (n = 67) and married women (n = 12) consisted of 

58.3%.   

Married women are more likely to make this decision due to their obligations 

to provide for their children and or in-laws. Given support from family or when children 

are older, married women may go back to school after the age of 31, as the percentage of 

college or degree attainment is at 65%. This result seems to be the case for this 

convenience data gathered.  

Xiong62, expressed that being in her mid-thirties was not a factor of going to 

school; however, it was due to her family obligations. Her husband did not cook nor was 
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he home often to help with children. Moua30, even in her thirties wants to go back to 

school should she gain support from her husband. Lo36, was able to go back to school 

and only received her two year degree not long ago because she came back to live with 

her parents after her divorce. She was unable to do so when she was still married due to 

her husband’s jealous rages.  

Though this is a common perception of men and elders about allowing nyabs 

to pursue higher education, based on the divorce survey question answered by this group 

of women, results in Figure 10 indicates that the a major cause of divorce was due to 

unfaithfulness and communications making up a total of 60%.  

Based on these investigations, age is not a major factor in Hmong women’s 

influences to pursue or not to pursue higher education—rather it is their position in the 

family. 

 
Hmong Women and Generation 

Within this research, generation was also considered as a factor in relating to 

Hmong women’s influences and decision to either pursue or not pursue postsecondary 

school. The women surveyed consisted of first, one-and-a-half and second generations.  

Referring to Figure 3, both first-generation and second-generation women 

have almost the same percentage of no college attainment. Within education, women who 

are second-generation have a higher percentage of some college or a degree attainment, 

resulting in a 45.5% difference. When compared within generation, there is a difference 

of 55.6% between second-generation women with no college attainment and second-

generation women with some college or a degree. 
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There is a 63.6% difference between one-and-a-half generation women with 

no college attainment and one-and-a-half generation women with some college or a 

degree. For first generation women, there is a 9% difference. When compared across 

educational level, then it can be argued that second generation Hmong women are more 

likely to obtain some college or a college degree. 

Moua30, is a second generation woman with only some college. She did not 

continue with postsecondary education because of little support from her family and 

husband. Lo36, a one-and-half generation, did not pursue due to husbands’ inability to 

trust her and was restricted to time. Xiong62, who is a first generation, indicated that her 

only reasons why she did not pursue any education after arrival in the U.S. were due to 

familial obligations.  

Considering these reasons, Hmong women who did not chose to continue 

higher education resulted in deciding to work or made this decision due to no family 

support. Others similar to Xiong62’s could not work due to family obligations. Although 

generation is important, it is not a major factor of influencing Hmong women’s decision 

to pursue or not to pursue higher education within this group of women. 

 
Hmong Women and Religious Orientation 

Hmong women’s religious orientation is an influential factor in Hmong 

women’s their decision to pursue to or not to pursue higher education. Certain rules 

within some belief practices may keep one person an individual from deciding to pursue 

post secondary education. Based on my personal experience, having parents who practice 

shamanism and having a large extended family ties means that women are obligated to 
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participate and help relatives with traditional rituals such as ua neeb or hu plig.  

Participation involves time-consuming cooking, cleaning, and just being present as a part 

of a family.   

Having been married and having been converted to being a Christian for over 

18 years now, I believe that Hmong women who still practice Shamanism have more 

family obligations as a nyab within the six months period compared to Hmong women 

who is are considered Protestant. This is validated in Table 4. 

Referring back to Table 4, Hmong women who practiced Shamanism with no 

college attainment was 73.7% compared to other beliefs at 26.3%. For those who had 

some college or a degree and practiced Shamanism, there were 65.9%, and those of other 

beliefs were 82.8%. A higher percentage of those who have no college degree and 

practice Shamanism; however, it cannot be pinpointed to the fact that it is because of 

their belief. In the interviews, Hmong women did not mention pressure relating to their 

belief system while in pursuit of postsecondary education, just family obligations.   

In the interviews, Xiong24, mentions feeling guilty about being away from 

home and tries to make up for it by going home. Thao22, also expressed her obligations 

to go home for family gatherings such as hu plig and ua neeb to help with duties, not 

because of having to be present for religious reasons. In order to consider belief as a 

factor for these Hmong women, it requires them to be present due to “kev dab kev qhua” 

(the ways of the ancestors).   

According to these investigations, the religious orientation of individual 

Hmong women is not a major factor in their educational level. It may have impacted the 
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number of times they had family gatherings; however, what they practiced did not affect 

their attitudes towards pursuing higher education among this group of Hmong women. 
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CHAPTER VI 
 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
 

Argument in the Study 

The research survey and interviews explored the following questions:  

1. What are the primary roles and responsibilities of Hmong women within their 

family?  

2. What life experiences impacted their decisions to pursue or not pursue higher 

education?  

3. Have these traditional roles and responsibilities changed in their life time?  

After considering other possible factors, it is hypothesized that Hmong 

women’s attitude towards higher education is influenced by their marital status. Hmong 

women under a “married” status set forth their traditional roles and responsibilities within 

their family allowing minimal opportunities to pursue higher education.  

 
Recommendation for Further Research 

In order to have more representation of Hmong women living in California, 

increasing the sample size would be recommended for the quantitative and qualitative 

survey. Furthermore, it is recommended to include the attitudes of Hmong men and what 

they think about Hmong women pursuing higher education. The sample size then will 

increase the range of age, educational background, and marital statuses of both genders 
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allowing for a more complete and unbiased representation of the population. Listed 

below are the researcher’s recommendations for future research on Hmong women’s 

attitude towards higher education.  

1. Increase sample size for the quantitative study to 200 surveys and increase the 

qualitative study to 20. 

2. Expand the sampling frame of the study to include Hmong men’s attitude 

residing in the state of California compared to the attitudes of Hmong women. 

 
Conclusion 

This year, April will mark thirty-nine years since the last plane left Saigon 

during pullout of Vietnam War in 1975. The Hmong people have come a long way, from 

Siberia to China and then down to the mountain areas of Laos. Fearing persecution from 

the communists after siding with the United States CIA during the Vietnam War, the 

Hmong people then immigrated to the U.S. Since then the Hmong people have been 

undergoing transformation, altering the lives of many younger generations through 

assimilation. For many Hmong families, coming to the United States meant opportunity 

and a better life; however, undertaking a 200-year civilization transformation within a 

few years was not easy.  

Today Hmong women continue to face challenges not only relating to their 

racial, economic and gender discrimination within society, but also ambivalence from 

their families and community regarding their pursuit of higher education. Hmong women 

often do not speak of the challenges in balancing traditional roles and responsibilities, but 

this is at the limit of the problem. In this research, women expressed the inability to be 
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themselves, to voice their opinions or to have the right to simply dress appropriately for 

the season. They feel trapped in a world full of opportunity with little room to wiggle; 

yet, they must live up to a Hmong set standard, be flexible, patient, responsible and 

capable of holding everything together in their families. In the last few years, there have 

been some changes; however, their stories need to be expressed. Through the footprints 

of rising successful Hmong women within academia and the professional world, Hmong 

women of all ages are establishing their presence and at the same time finding their 

voices within the Hmong community. 

It has been investigated in prior research that family support is necessary in 

order to assure postsecondary success (Fernandez, 2003). From the results of the study, 

Hmong women, especially those who are married and lacking family support and 

assistance with their roles and responsibilities, choose not to pursue higher education. 

Research studies with similar focus investigating Hmong women’s challenges will 

establish more awareness in the community in hopes that educational institutions or local 

Hmong organizations will create supports groups to assist Hmong women while in 

pursuit of higher education.  
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