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Abstract 

 While Asian American students are generally the largest group of minority 

students on college campuses, they are often neglected in higher education research due 

to their status as invisible minorities. The need to study this group is even more critical as 

the percentage of Asian Americans studying in the STEM fields continues to grow. The 

purpose of this study was to examine the experiences and perceptions of Asian American 

students based on the "model minority" myth. The study looks at various influencing 

components such as the home environment, stigmas, and the importance of saving face 

for these students.  

 By using a qualitative approach, the study was able to examine the intersection of 

family, cultural influences, and the impact of the "model minority" myth for six students. 

Four prevailing themes emerged from the findings in this study: the importance of family, 

saving face, the "model minority" myth, and the stigma associated with seeking help. The 

study suggests that by focusing on these four themes, institutions can better serve their 

Asian American student population in lowering their anxiety and stress. 
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Chapter 1 

 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

 Asian Americans in educational settings often evoke images of smart, socially 

awkward students who excel at math and science. Such images are often supported by 

stereotypes shown in popular culture, especially in television and movies with the nerdy 

Asian sidekick (Wu, 2002). While Asian Americans are usually the largest group of 

minority students on college campuses in the United States, they are often neglected as an 

invisible group when it comes to serving their needs (Inkelas, 1998; Sue & Okazaki, 

1990). When Asian Americans are discussed in the setting of higher education, it is 

frequently to encourage others to emulate their behavior and achievements (Wu, 2002).   

Currently there is pressure from the government and in education fields to 

emphasize the need for more workers in the STEM fields (science, technology, 

engineering, and mathematics).  In the United States, Asian Americans comprise 25% of 

computer engineers, 30% of medical scientists, and 17% of physicians (Fouad et al., 

2007).  Because Asian Americans are such a large percentage of students in STEM fields, 

it is critical to understand more about their decision-making process when choosing such 

majors.  This will help guide faculty and staff members who counsel and advise this 

population during their college years. 

One of the prevailing theories regarding the large percentage of Asian Americans 

studying in the STEM fields is that family dynamics play a different role for these 

students as opposed to their White counterparts.  Studies have shown that Asian 

American students may choose their career paths based on their family’s influence rather 

than their own interests (Leong & Chou, 1994; Tang, Fouad, & Smith, 1999).  Due to the 
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growing number of Asian Americans in STEM fields, it is important to look at the 

reasons behind these decisions.  University faculty and staff may need to take this into 

consideration when advising students in choosing majors and help them navigate through 

unique cultural challenges that may arise. If these students are choosing their majors 

based on family expectations, we must tread carefully when guiding students through 

career or educational decisions. 

This study explores some of the stressors that arise from being an Asian American 

student under the influence of the model minority myth.  This will include a discussion 

on the role of family and culture, as well as assumptions made about this population.  

Need for the Study 

 Since Asian Americans are such a quickly growing population and represent a 

large portion of the students enrolled in higher education institutions, it is critical to learn 

more about their academic experiences and the factors that influence their choices in 

college.  The percentage of Asian Americans in the United States grew from less than 

two percent to four percent from 1980 to 2008 (NCES, 2010).  Not only has the Asian 

American population grown, but also their rate of college attendance is at a higher 

percentage than all other ethnic groups, including White students.  According to a report 

by the National Center for Education Statistics (2010), 58 percent of Asian Americans 

between the ages of 18-24 are enrolled in college, while the next highest percentile 

(White students) is only 44 percent.  Furthermore, this study showed that undergraduate 

enrollment for Asian Americans increased over 6.5 times from 1976 to 2008. The much 

touted academic excellence of these “model minorities” should be further examined to 

ensure that this often overlooked group is given support in appropriate manners, not just 
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academically, but emotionally as well.  This is especially important since the Asian 

American population comprises only 4% of the U.S. population, yet they represent 25% 

of computer engineers, 30% of medical scientists, 17% of physicians, and 14% of dentists 

(Fouad et al., 2007).   

 The perception that Asians Americans are “model minorities” has led to them 

being ignored in research because they have not been seen historically as needing any 

help (Chou & Feagin, 2008).  According to Inkelas (1998), Asian Americans are often 

ignored in the discourse about race in the United States, as research focuses instead on 

the divide between White and Black, thereby rendering Asian Americans as invisible.  As 

the “invisible minority,” Asian Americans often are forgotten in society, and this 

exclusion can even be seen in the lack of research done on this population.  In the past 

decade, only about 1% of articles published in the most widely read peer-reviewed higher 

education journals were about Asian Americans (Museus & Kiang, 2009).  The lack of 

research available on this group is an indicator of their invisible status. 

Professionals who work with Asian American students need to understand the 

role that their ethnic heritage plays in various aspects of their college experience.  For 

example, the influence of parental expectations for academic success, and even major 

choice, may play a larger role for Asian American students than other ethnic groups 

(Song & Glick, 2004).  Student affairs professionals and advisors to this ethnic group 

should understand the overarching influence that families can have on other aspects as 

well.  The parents of many Asian American students expect adherence to their goals for 

certain career choices and academic success.  If a student detours from “acceptable” 

careers (usually in the STEM fields), there are implications not just for their professional 
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life, but also for family relations (Dundes, Cho, & Kwak, 2009).  Students who move 

away from their family’s expectations can even experience a feeling of failure, which can 

lead to depression (Lee et al., 2009).  Therefore, professionals in higher education need to 

not only be aware of the possible link between depression among Asian American 

students and the pressure that they can feel from their parents, but also understand that 

deviation from parental expectations can exasperate stress.  While some research has 

been performed on this topic, there needs to be more work done to ensure that this often 

overlooked minority group is having its needs met.  

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this study is to explore how various factors (specifically culture 

and family) impact stress and anxiety among Asian American students studying in the 

STEM fields.  The aim is to identify how Asian American stereotypes influence their 

self-imposed expectations based on internalized assumptions about their abilities. 

The research questions include the following: 

1. How can university faculty and staff members encourage help-seeking 

behaviors that will help serve this population better in light of their unique 

cultural background? 

2. How do these students manage their stress and anxiety in school? 

3. How can resources for stress and anxiety management be improved based on 

their needs? 

 This research explores how Asian American students manage the stress and 

anxiety that they encounter in college.  It also highlights the specific challenges and 

expectations placed upon this particular racial group. The information gathered will aid in 
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better understanding the Asian American student experience in higher education settings.  

It will also help practitioners be better prepared to advise and guide students—not only in 

regard to academics but also mental health. Understanding how students perceive their 

college experience through the lens of race will help re-emphasize the uniqueness of the 

of Asian American student experience.   

Significance of the Study 

 The rationale for this study stems from my own hope for better understanding of 

the large Asian American student population.  As an Asian American student myself, the 

lack of resources and support has been a clear issue.  My hope is that this study may 

serve as a resource for higher education practitioners to understand and aid this 

community.  This dialogue is only a small part of a larger conversation about supporting 

minority students.  In particular, the labelling of these students as a “model minority” 

continues to perpetuate problematic assumptions and increases the amount of stress 

placed upon them. 

This study is significant because it will contribute to the discourse on Asian 

American student experiences.  Due to their status as “model minorities,” not much 

research exists on the specific needs of Asian Americans (Sparks, 2011).  Especially 

considering the rapid growth of this population, it is more important than ever to be 

diligent in our understanding of the Asian American student experience. 

The “model minority myth” can also contribute to depression among Asian 

Americans (Cohen, 2007).  The expectation of being a minority who has no problems 

can, in fact, exacerbate the situation.  Unfortunately, Asian Americans often do not seek 

treatment for stress or mental illness.  Various reasons can be cited for this, including 
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stigma in Asian culture, lack of awareness in the community, trying to keep family from 

worrying, lack of culturally appropriate resources available, parents’ lack of knowledge, 

and cost, among others (Lee et al., 2009).  Because of the high amount of pressure and 

the predilection to avoid counseling, Asian Americans are a group that needs much more 

support than they currently receive.  

This particular group of students can be overlooked by administrators, faculty, 

and other support systems since they are considered a “model minority”; this often 

renders them invisible since they are not seen as a group in need of extra help (Inkelas, 

1998).  The lack of support combined with pressure to succeed academically may 

increase Asian American students’ sense of isolation and stress (Suzuki, 2002).  

Especially since Asian Americans are so unlikely to seek treatment for mental illness and 

depression, it is crucial to learn more about possible triggers in stress-related incidences 

(Lee et al., 2009). 

Definition of Terms 

Terms used frequently in this study include the following: 

1st generation: A foreign-born person who immigrates to a new country.  This 

group generally identifies mostly with their original home culture. 

1.5 generation: A foreign-born person who immigrates to a new country before 

or during their early teens.  This group has many characteristics from their home country 

but continues to assimilate to their new country.  Culturally, they find themselves 

balancing between the two.   
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2nd generation:  U.S.-born children of foreign-born parents.  In the context of 

Asian Americans, 2nd generation immigrants tend to still struggle to balance the culture of 

their parents and their own home.   

 Acculturation: This refers to the degree to which individuals have maintained 

their culture of origin or have adapted to mainstream society (Phinney, 1990).  In this 

research, we are referring to the leanings of behavior, values, and cultural attitudes of the 

students towards their Asian heritage and the mainstream European American culture.  

 Asian American: The term “Asian American” generally refers to those whose 

ancestry is from Asia; however, in this paper I will be focusing on a smaller selection of 

countries.  In instances when I refer to Asian Americans, I am specifically focused on 

students who are either citizens or permanent residents of the United States whose 

ancestors are from certain East Asian countries, including China, South Korea, and Japan.  

Students who have ancestors from Southeast and Central Asian countries are omitted 

from this study due to the limited time.  This narrow definition was also used to work in 

conjunction with Ogbu’s cultural-ecological theory of minority school performance, 

which determined that academic success can also be influenced by whether or not the 

students came from families that were “voluntary” minorities (Ogbu & Simon, 1998).   

 Face:  This refers to a person’s honor or reputation.  Therefore, the idiom “losing 

face” means the loss of reputation or honor.  Conversely, the idiom “saving face” refers 

to the act of maintaining or earning honor. 

 Involuntary minorities: This group is defined by the involuntary nature of their 

status in the United States—usually their status was forced upon them.  These minorities, 
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according to Ogbu & Simon (1998), are generally not as successful economically and 

academically.   

 “Model minority” myth: The assumption that Asian American are highly 

successful, rarely cause trouble, and are the minority that other minorities should strive to 

be like (Wu, 2002).   

 Perpetual foreigner: The perception that Asian Americans are not American, 

regardless of how many generations they have been in the United States, due to their 

physical appearance (Wu, 2002).  

 Voluntary minorities: This group is defined by the voluntary nature of their 

status in the United States. Ogbu & Simon (1998) compare this group to “involuntary” 

minorities and differentiate them because these minorities have chosen to immigrate to 

the United States for various reasons, but always in reference to the assumed better 

opportunities available (e.g., employment, academics, political freedom, etc.).   

Conclusion 

This chapter provided an introduction to the study, which will be supported by the 

review of literature in the next chapter. In this literature review, a foundation for the 

study is provided with research on how the Asian American experience and the home 

environment interact with the anxiety and stress that these students feel. 

I present the methodology and methods utilized in the study in chapter three and 

provide an introduction to the participants. Chapter four explores the findings from the 

interviews with special regard to the four themes that emerged: family influences, the 

importance of saving face, the “model minority” myth, and the impact of stigmas about 

seeking professional help.  Chapter five presents a discussion and analysis of the data and 
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how the four themes can be categorized into internalized pressures and the importance of 

targeted support.  Finally, chapter six will discuss the limitations of the study, 

implications, and areas for future research.  



 

 

 

Chapter 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 In order to understand the context of the interviews, this chapter covers various 

topics related Asian American students.  It begins by reviewing the unique Asian 

American experience, including various cultural influences and perceptions, followed by 

a discussion of the importance of the home environment, along with parental influence 

and the importance of the concept of saving face.  Next, it looks at stress and anxiety 

among Asian American students, particularly at the additional pressure that these students 

feel, the importance of Asian American counselors, and stigmas associated with help 

seeking.  Finally, this chapter concludes with a short discussion on acculturation. 

The Asian American Experience 

 Asian Americans have a unique experience due to their cultural heritage.  Since 

the term Asian American encompasses a large and diverse population, it is important to 

note that there are cultural differences that distinguish Asian Americans from other 

minority groups and there is variance found within this umbrella group based on country 

of origin.  As this paper will focus particularly on Asian Americans with a cultural 

heritage from the Far East (specifically China, Korea, and Japan), it will focus on the 

cultural norms of these areas. 

 “Model minority” myth.  The Asian American experience in the United States is 

often linked to their status as “model minorities.”  This stereotype focuses not only on 

societal expectations for well-behaved citizens, but also on above-average performance in 

academic areas (Sue & Okazaki, 1995; Wu, 2002).  Projecting the “model minority” label 

upon Asian American students creates a tendency to assume that these students do not 
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need help.  It is important for educators to delve into the biases that may be unduly 

influencing Asian American students and the decisions that will shape the rest of their 

lives.   

 The term “model minority” has plagued the Asian American community since its 

inception.  It has a superficially kind title that seems to suggest that the intentions behind 

the term are innocent, yet there are many unintended consequences that come with this 

stereotype.  Within the world of higher education, Asian American are considered to be 

the ideal minority student.  Their test scores are often higher than other minority groups 

and are usually on par with but not superior to their White counterparts’ scores (College 

Board, 2012).  Despite these seemingly positive references, this is a racial stereotype that 

contains negative implications.  Mainstream society perpetuates these images of Asian 

Americans as smart and hardworking, but also socially awkward, nerdy, and unwilling to 

conform to American culture (Chou & Feagin, 2008).  This double-edged sword is 

problematic for these students who may or may not fit any of these stereotypes, yet have 

society label them regardless of accuracy.   

The “model minority” myth plays a detrimental role in the development and 

support of Asian American students, as educators often assume that they do not need any 

help (Wu, 2002).  When they do seek help, it can backfire on them.  Asian Americans 

reported more racism and unfair treatment in their interactions with faculty than their 

White counterparts (Ancis, Sedlacek, & Mohr, 2000).  This type of negative interaction 

encourages students to avoid asking for help.  

The “model minority” myth may indeed be detrimental to Asian American 

students because it implies that they do not need support or resources.  This may 
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encourage educators to choose to ignore Asian American students, assuming that as 

model minorities that they need less assistance (Ng, Lee, & Pak, 2007).  This type of 

treatment has led Asian Americans to be called the “invisible minority” (Inkelas, 1998).  

The issue with this type of attitude in educators is that Asian American students may 

need help, but by creating an environment where that is not considered appropriate, we 

condemn them to struggle on their own in silence.  

Asian American students who recognize that they need help may be averse to 

seeking it out for fear of destroying the illusion of their “model minority” status (Lee et 

al., 2009).  They may feel unnecessary pressure to perform well academically due to this 

stereotype (Chou & Feagin, 2008).  The assumption that Asian Americans are smart and 

nerdy, particularly in math and science, puts additional pressures on them that other 

students do not have to face.  In a more harmful scenario, students can be mocked (by 

teachers or peers) if they don’t particularly excel in a science and math (Lee et al., 2009; 

Wu, 2002).  The “model minority” myth perpetuates stereotypes that are harmful to the 

development of Asian Americans, particularly in the academic fields.  

Furthermore, the expectations enabled by the “model minority” myth can have a 

crippling effect on the student (Cheryan & Bodenhausen, 2000; Wu, 2002).  The pressure 

placed on students to meet certain expectations, especially academically, can be too much 

pressure for them to handle.  Cheryan and Bodenhausen (2000) theorized that the 

difference in how Asian American students approached their studies may be determined 

by how the stereotype was presented to them.  They found that private, positive 

stereotypes could serve to build confidence, while public, positive stereotypes could 

serve to encourage failure since they could cause students to “choke.”  If this theory is 
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accurate, then at best, Asian Americans may be choosing STEM majors based on 

pressure and expectations from the “model minority” myth, and at worst, the students are 

setting themselves up to “choke” from all the built-up pressure. 

By having the “model minority” myth follow Asian American students, the added 

pressure of excelling academically, particularly in math and science, may put additional 

pressure on them to choose to major in the STEM fields, regardless of actual interest (Le 

& Gardner, 2010).  Coupled with the parental encouragement to seek out lucrative 

careers, these students may not feel that they have much choice but to choose a major in 

the STEM fields. 

Perpetual foreigners.  Part of the reason that the “model minority” myth 

continues to be so pervasive in the Asian American community is due to its members’ 

status as “perpetual foreigners” (Hyunh, 2011; Takaki, 1989; Wu, 2002).  Due to the 

physical characteristics of Asian Americans, their status in the United States is 

continually being questioned.  The assumption that anyone that physically looks Asian is 

not “American” continues to haunt Asian Americans, regardless of how many 

generations their family has been in the United States. When aimed at an Asian 

Americans, the innocent question “Where are you from?” carries an undertone of 

curiosity about their “real” origin (Huynh, 2011).  If the person who was asked the 

question explains that he or she was born in the United States, the follow-up question 

inevitably is “Where are you really from?” These questions make it clear that it is 

inconsequential how long someone who looks Asian has been in the United States—even 

if it has been for many generations, they are still an outsider (Hyunh, 2011; Lee et al., 
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2009; Wu, 2002). Being categorized as “other” only aids in the marginalization of Asian 

Americans and creates additional stress and anxiety. 

Asian American students, particularly those who are 2nd generation or later, 

struggle when their allegiances to their “home” country are questioned by others (Takaki, 

1989).  There are serious ramifications to the subtle racism felt by Asian Americans.  For 

example, complimenting an Asian American on their English language skills reinforces 

the notion that they are and always will be a foreigner, regardless of how long they have 

been in the United States (Wu, 2002). 

The reason that the perpetual foreigner stereotype plays such an important role in 

this study is that its effects are far reaching, just like the “model minority” myth.  While 

the “model minority” myth extols positive virtues of Asian Americans, the perpetual 

foreigner stereotype only highlights the otherness that Asian Americans feel (Wu, 2002).  

This type of isolation only encourages the tendency for Asian Americans to keep their 

problems to themselves. 

Diversity among Asian Americans.  Since the term “Asian American” can 

include people with many different countries of origin, research that is done in the field 

must be very careful to disaggregate their data. In total, Asian Americans are comprised 

of 48 distinct ethnic categories (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010).  As there are so many 

diverse groups, it is important to recognize the diversity of the ethnicities and cultural 

values and not assume that all members are the same (Inkelas, 1998).   

The diversity found among people who are labeled Asian American is 

problematic because it oversimplifies the various groups and their unique needs (Hune, 

2002).  Unfortunately, the “model minority” myth is so prevalent in society that 
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educators may not even realize that they are perpetuating it.  This in turn leads to Asian 

Americans becoming the “overlooked minority,” since all the various groups are lumped 

together without differentiation (Ng, Lee, & Pak, 2007).  This type of disregard is evident 

when we see how few articles about this group exist in higher education journals (Museus 

& Kiang, 2009). This only aids to reaffirm the invisibility of Asian Americans. 

Within higher education research, there is even more reason to stress the diversity 

of the pan-Asian identity—not all Asian Americans perform at the same level as others.  

At the college level, certain Asian American students outperform other ethnic and racial 

groups in academics (i.e., China, Korea, and India) while others are among the lowest 

academic achievers (i.e., Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam) (Kao & Thompson, 2003; 

Museus & Kiang, 2009).   Therefore, when talking about the Asian American student 

experience, it is always important to clarify which countries will be included in the study, 

specifically as the experiences are not universal. 

It is worth mentioning that some research groups together Pacific Islanders with 

Asian Americans.  While this grouping may be helpful in certain scenarios, in higher 

education research it is necessary to define carefully what groups are put together in 

studies.  The National Science Foundation (2003) has acknowledged Pacific Islanders as 

a group with experiences and needs that are distinct from other Asian American groups, 

and it has considered Pacific Islanders as an under-represented minority group in STEM.  

Therefore, this study did not include Pacific Islanders as potential participants. 

“Voluntary” versus “involuntary” minorities.  Ogbu theorized that some of the 

differences in academic achievement between Asian American groups comes down to 

whether they were “voluntary” or “involuntary” minorities (Ogbu & Simon, 1998).  He 
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posits that “voluntary” minorities accept that they have opportunities available to them 

through hard work and perseverance, whereas “involuntary” minorities rebel against the 

idea of meritocracy.  Since there are so many different ethnic backgrounds under the 

umbrella term “Asian American,” it is important to clarify what groups are specifically 

being discussed, as not all Asian Americans are considered voluntary minorities. 

 Ogbu and Simon (1998) also clarify that being categorized as a voluntary or 

involuntary minority is not specific to people from certain countries, but rather their 

status in the country of residence.  For example, while Koreans perform well 

academically in the United States, China, and Korea, but not in Japan.  This theory 

explains the difference stemming from the historic past of Koreans, in which they are 

voluntary minorities in both the United States and China, but involuntary minorities in 

Japan. 

By looking more closely at the various countries that make up the Asian and 

Asian American population, we can see how these individual cultures and home 

environments play a role in the educational achievement of students.  It is important to 

understand that the diversity within the various countries means that broad 

generalizations can be detrimental since they overlook the needs of the small groups 

within them.  Interestingly, while the diversity within the Asian American group can 

often have an impact in various ways (e.g., academic performance, socioeconomic status, 

etc.), Leong, Kim and Gupta (2011) did not find a significant difference between Asian 

subgroups in their attitudes towards mental health professionals or seeking professional 

help.  Nevertheless, providing culturally appropriate counselors is an important factor.  

Their study showed that Asian Americans who are not paired with a culturally 
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appropriate therapist may have a higher tendency to prematurely stop treatment (Leong, 

Kim, & Gupta, 2011). 

For this study, only Asian American students who could be considered “voluntary 

minorities” were engaged in order to create as similar a background as possible among 

the participants.  This decision was made in order to have a baseline of similarities among 

the participants, though the Asian American experience is very complex and varied, even 

among students of similar backgrounds. 

Conclusion   

The Asian American experience is complex for a variety of reasons.  While the 

diversity of Asian American heritage plays a large role in this, the impact of the “model 

minority” myth and the assumption of being perpetual foreigners creates additional 

concerns as we explore ways to best serve this community.  By reviewing the literature 

on Asian American students, it is clear that there is no easy way to simply categorize 

their experiences. 

Home Environment 

 The home environment for Asian American students influences many parts of 

their college and life experience. In this section, we will explore the impact of Confucian 

influences, the role of parental involvement, and the concept of saving face. 

Confucian influence.  Asian culture is steeped in Confucian philosophy. While 

this philosophy plays a role in the Asian American home environment in numerous ways, 

we will focus specifically on the impact of filial piety, one of the main tenants of 

Confucian ethics (Smith, 1991).  Filial piety generally means to take care of one’s parents 

and to bring honor to them.  As one of the key virtues in Confucian philosophy, extreme 
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importance is put upon children bringing honor to their parents. This is closely tied to the 

idea of saving face, which will be discussed later in this chapter. 

 One of the main reasons beginning this discussion with Confucianism is 

important is due to the impact it has on Asian American students and their sense of 

obligation towards their parents. Because Confucian beliefs extol the virtues of obedience 

and bringing honor to parents (Smith, 1991), this can greatly impact their choices in 

college.  In Asian American culture, bringing honor to the family is of the utmost 

importance, and having dutiful children is one of the main ways to achieve such honor. 

For Asian American students, choosing a major is often done with the expectation 

of finding a financially secure career so that they can take care of their families in the 

future (Song & Glick, 2004; Xie & Goyette, 2003).  Especially for the eldest child, there 

is a presumption that they will need to plan for the future so that they can repay the 

sacrifices that their parents made to ensure their children’s future.  This theme of parental 

sacrifice for the betterment of their children occurs throughout the Asian American 

community (Dundes, Cho, & Kwak, 2009; Fouad et al., 2007; Lee, S., 1996; Wu, 2002); 

in turn, it creates in students a sense of obligation to excel in both academics and their 

careers in order to provide for their families in the future.   

This feeling of obligation can stem from Confucian relationship expectations 

(Smith, 1991).  Due to this sense of obligation, Asian American children may feel the 

pressure to choose particular majors to ensure that they can have a lucrative career.  

Certain careers that are considered more traditionally acceptable (e.g., engineering, 

medicine, computer science) are seen in Asian American households as a safeguard for 

the future (Dundes, Cho, & Kwak, 2009; Fouad et al., 2007; Tang, Fouad, & Smith, 
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1999).  These types of careers can also be attractive because they are considered more 

prestigious (Leung, Ivey, & Suzuki, 2001) or more apt to secure a financially successful 

career (Xie & Goyette, 2003).  By focusing on such careers, the Asian American students 

are more likely to be in positions of continuous and safe employment in the future.  This 

can be tied further to the family expectations and obligations based on Confucian values 

(Smith, 1991). 

Parental involvement.  By looking at the influence of Confucian values on Asian 

American students, it is not surprising that parental involvement is an important aspect of 

the culture.  With the publication of an article titled “Why Chinese Mothers are 

Superior,” new scrutiny is being put upon Asian American households (Chua, 2011).  

The phrase “Tiger Mom” has since become a mainstream reference to the stereotypical 

strict upbringing assumed of all Asian American homes.  With examples from Chua’s 

article describing her exacting upbringing of her children, Asian parenting is being 

scrutinized at a national level. 

While this may be an extreme example of Asian parenting styles, it is an 

important topic to discuss due to its far-reaching impact. The involvement of parents in 

the student’s life plays a large role in a student’s academic achievement (Peng & Wright, 

1994).  This includes anything from providing extra help for academics outside of school 

to particular discipline in the home, and even the home demographics.  For Asian 

American students, assimilation (both for themselves and their parents) and parental 

involvement have an impact on how the student chooses their major (Song & Glick, 

2004).   
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Fouad et al. (2007) found that when Asian Americans were asked about their 

career choices, all 12 of their subjects (ages ranging from late 20s to an 80 year old) 

responded that family and culture played determining factors in their decisions.  This is 

important to note for higher education advisors who work with students on career and 

major choices.  For Asian American students, beyond the need to pursue a college degree 

there is also pressure to choose a “safe” career (Sue & Okazaki, 1990).  Such safe career 

paths include becoming a doctor, engineer, or accountant—all of which are in STEM 

fields.  With the expectation that they will need to take care of their family in the future, 

Asian American students feel the need to focus on stable and lucrative careers in order to 

be well prepared (Song & Glick, 2004; Xie & Goyette, 2003).  

Understanding how the home environment can impact educational aspirations for 

Asian Americans is vital, as is learning about the cultural impact of the student’s ethnic 

and racial background.  This is especially important since culturally there may be 

influences from home that non-Asian students do not have.  For example, certain aspects 

of home life, such as the mother’s education level and whether or not the student came 

from a single parent household, can have an impact on how male Asian American 

students choose their major (Dundes, Cho, & Kwak, 2009).  The expectation for the 

Asian American students to excel in academics, particularly in the STEM fields, is a 

common assumption.  

Parental pressures to go to college may be considered common enough, but Asian 

American parents are nearly 2.5 times more likely than White parents to expect their 

children to get graduate degrees (Kao, 1995).   For Asian American families, getting a 

degree is not enough.  The type of degree is incredibly important, and Asian American 
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parents encourage their children to find a career that is financially stable (Dundes, Cho, & 

Kwak, 2009). This explanation is more prevalent among Asian American parents than 

White parents.  This leads to an emphasis on career stability over happiness.   

Also, since family obligation includes taking care of the family in both tangible 

and financial matters, there is often added pressure upon Asian American students to 

quickly find a career that will enable them to fulfill this role (Fouad et al., 2007).  Such 

pressure on the student may contribute to stress and anxiety; however, seeking help can 

be seen as a failure on the part of the family, causing even more incentives to avoid going 

to a counselor (Leong, Kim, & Gupta, 2011). 

Cram schools. The Los Angeles Times published an article on the practices of 

many Korean American families who strive to get their students into Harvard (Kang, 

1996).  With special schools created for the sole purpose of helping Korean students gain 

entrance to Harvard, Yale, and Princeton, an obsession with Ivy League education is a 

driving force for some of these families.  Even in neighborhoods with a mixture of Latino 

and Asian immigrants, Asian students still have access to specialized educational 

programs through the “cram schools” (Louie, 2008).   

Within Asian American families, the emphasis on spending time productively on 

academics extends to extra courses (Kao, 1995).  These can be taken at the “cram” 

schools, through music lessons, or extra academic classes that are not offered at the high 

school level.  Also, because Asian parents feel that their filial duty is to provide for their 

children, the children should reciprocate by performing well academically.  This is 

consistent with Confucian teaching (Smith, 1991).  
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 Some students, however, claim that it is not parental pressure that encourages 

them to excel.  In one study, a student was asked if she felt any pressure to perform well 

from her parents, and she stated: 

No! My mom doesn’t force me at all!  [thinking and speaking slowly]. It is myself 

that wants to compete like this. Since I want to go to MIT myself, and MIT is so 

hard to get in, so I have to compare not only with others, but also with myself. 

(Du, 2008) 

By having students compete with other students (both within and outside of their ethnic 

group), there is another level of pressure put on them to excel.  

In a study done by Richard Braxton (1999), students complained about the 

competitive nature of their achievements.  Again, the importance of saving face was 

emphasized—it was not enough to simply go to college—the child must attend a school 

with a good reputation so that the family can save face.   

Saving face.  An important aspect of Asian American culture is the concept of 

“saving face” and making your family proud (Braxton, 1999).  When talking about 

saving face, it is impossible to ignore the importance of shame in Asian society.  Due to 

the collectivist nature of Asian society, the effect of shame is far reaching because it 

impacts the entire community (Louie, 2014).  When someone loses face, he or she does 

not just lose face as an individual; it has also been lost for the entire family and 

community.   

In general, the United States is considered a “guilt culture,” while Asian society is 

considered a “shame culture” (Wong &Tsai, 2007).  While there are many ways to 

differentiate between these two models, an easy approach is to categorize guilt culture as 

having its focus on a negative evaluation of oneself, as opposed to a shame culture, in 

which one can be negatively evaluated by others.  This difference can be seen due to the 
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different expectations for upholding family honor.  The ripple effect can also be 

demonstrated by the community reaction to an act that would be shameful, as then 

everyone loses face. 

Discussing the importance of face is a significant part of family conversations.  

This stress on success and prestige is foundational for an Asian American family 

(Braxton, 1999).  In Asian American society, saving face is tied with shame, and this is 

taught from an early age.  Asian parents will readily disclose mistakes in front of 

strangers in order to invoke a sense of shame to force children to behave properly (Louie, 

2014).  In the West, however, there is a reliance on guilt as a way to correct behavior 

through the development of a conscience. 

In collectivist countries, such as Asian countries, external influences are as highly 

important as internal ones because society tends to be more interdependent (Wong & 

Tsai, 2007).  That means that behavior is influenced by numerous factors, not just the 

individual’s values.  This is important to note since we have already discussed the far 

reaching implication of the “model minority” myth.  Such pressures from both the family 

and general society put an extreme amount of pressure on Asian American students.  

Furthermore, studies have shown that shame tends to encourage individuals to experience 

inward anger and has been linked to mental illness (Wong & Tsai, 2007).   

Conclusion 

The home environment of Asian American students plays a significant role in 

their experiences.  The Confucian influence permeates their need to work hard for their 

parents and can dictate certain expectations.  However, other factors, such as parental 

involvement and the need to save face, can also influence how Asian American students 
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view their options in college.  By understanding the complexities of how these various 

components interact, we can have a small amount of insight into how the home 

environment impacts this population as they navigate through their college years. 

Stress and Anxiety 

 Asian Americans can face different stress than their peers due to a number of 

reasons, including cultural adjustment and the “model minority” myth.  As the population 

of Asian Americans continues to grow, especially at the university level, it is important to 

learn more about the unique needs of this population.  Unfortunately, Asian American 

students are unlikely to seek help for their stress and anxiety (Atkinson & Gim, 1989).  

Since Asian Americans are experiencing higher levels of stress and anxiety than their 

peers and they are less likely to seek help, then it is all the more important that we 

research the subject to see how we can mitigate the problem. 

Pressure.  College and career choice leads to anxiety and depression at higher 

rates for Asian American students than it does for their White counterparts (Dundes, Cho, 

& Kwak, 2009).  Because of the amount of pressure they feel (either self-imposed or 

imposed by others), Asian Americans can face certain constraints that their counterparts 

do not. With the “model minority” myth looming over their heads and the additional 

pressure to not shame their family, Asian American students face stressors from multiple 

angles.  The pressure to succeed academically can play a role in Asian American 

students’ feelings of isolation and stress (Suzuki, 2002).   

The pressure to excel in academics has fa- reaching consequences.  A recent study 

found that more Asians (41%) felt that prestige was more important than happiness than 

their White counterparts (9%) did when choosing a college (Dundes, Cho, & Kwak, 
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2009).  This supports other research done by Leung, Ivey, and Suzuki (2001), who 

similarly found that Asian American students were attracted to STEM field careers due to 

the prestige. The importance of excelling academically in order to fulfill family 

expectations is a common theme among interviews.  It causes so much stress that it can 

impact the mental health of Asian American students (Lee et al., 2009). 

With this level of pressure, the amount of stress that Asian Americans face is 

concerning.  However, the stigma surrounding seeking help is often such a deterrent that 

these students will not receive aid.  One study found that Asian Americans will seek out 

professional or educational counseling, while White students are more likely to seek help 

for emotional or personal concerns (Tracey, Leong, & Glidden, 1986). This is troubling 

considering that Asian American women between the ages of 15-24 have the highest 

suicide rate compared to all other races in this age group (Cohen, 2007).  Especially since 

mental health issues are considered shameful in Asian American culture, many people 

hide problems rather than seek help for them (Lee et al., 2009).   

 Another component that adds pressure is the difficulty of balancing two 

cultures—especially when communicating with parents (Lee et al., 2009).  When trying 

to explain U.S. culture, there may not be a frame of reference for the parents trying to 

communicate with their children about their future.  Additionally, the pressure of being in 

a shame culture, in which failure reflects upon the whole family, tends to create an 

environment for hiding problems rather than seeking help (Louie, 2014). 

Family expectations are a major source of stress and anxiety for Asian American 

students.  There can be an expectation for the children to provide for the parents to a 

different degree than non-Asian families.  For example, whether translating for their 
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parents or financially taking care of the family in the future, Asian Americans have these 

additional expectations and pressures to deal with (Lee et al., 2009). This additional 

burden to provide for the family financially can especially be a motivating factor in 

choosing more financially stable majors (Fouad et al., 2007; Tang, Fouad, & Smith, 

1999).   

The importance of learning more about these family pressures is paramount in 

helping Asian Americans.  Pressures from parents have been linked to the high rates of 

depression among Asian Americans (Aldwin & Greenberger, 1987; Cohen, 2007).  By 

understanding the cultural background of some of these pressures, we may be able to help 

this population manage their stress and anxiety in college.  

Asian American counselors. There are a variety of reasons attributed to Asian 

American students’ lack of help-seeking behavior, including cultural inhibitions and a 

lack of culturally sensitive personnel (Atkinson & Gim, 1989).  In a study by Suzuki 

(2002), the need for Asian counselors was demonstrated.  The study, which looked at the 

use of a school’s counseling services before and after hiring an Asian American 

counselor, discovered an enormous jump in services sought by Asian American students.  

For years, the school had justified not having an Asian American counselor due to the 

low number of Asian American students who actually sought out their services, but once 

it hired an Asian American counselor, she was inundated by students almost immediately.   

The lack of culturally appropriate counselors is only one factor preventing Asian 

Americans from seeking treatment—the loss of face and level of acculturation are also 

contributing factors (Leong, Kim, & Gupta, 2011).  Based on these factors, it is important 

to consider the use of Asian American counselors as campus resources who may be able 
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to connect with students over their common cultural heritage.  Another study supports 

this recommendation, finding that providing bilingual, culturally sensitive therapists and 

culturally relevant forms of treatment increased the amount of help sought by Asian 

American students (Atkinson & Gim, 1989). This study also found that the Asian 

American students’ level of acculturation was directly related to their attitudes towards 

seeking professional counseling. The more acculturated Asian Americans in this study 

were more likely to recognize the need for professional help and to have less of a stigma 

when seeking treatment. 

For Asian American students who come from traditional families, acculturation 

plays a large role in how they may approach college and help seeking.  Asian Americans 

who identify strongly with lower levels of acculturation will be more likely to have a 

stigma in seeking help for mental health issues and be afraid of “losing face” (Leong, 

Kim, & Gupta, 2011). Because of this fear, students who could greatly benefit from 

receiving treatment may be missing opportunities to get help.   

At Cornell University, a specific taskforce (Asian and Asian American Campus 

Climate Task Force) was created in order to combat an alarmingly high suicide rate 

among its Asian American students (Ramanujan, 2006).  In a 10-year period, 13 of the 21 

Cornell student suicide victims were Asian or Asian American.  As a result of the 

research done by the taskforce, the university hired an Asian American therapist who 

speaks Mandarin and planned to hire another counselor.   

Considering the unique pressures and stress factors that impact Asian American 

students specifically, the need to study the trends within this group and tools to aid it is 

necessary.  Especially in light of studies such as Suzuki’s, a reevaluation of the current 
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assumptions of Asian American student response to stress and depression should be re-

examined.   

Stigmas.  The stigmas surrounding seeking help for stress or mental illness is a 

huge obstacle in providing services for Asian American students (Lee et al., 2009).  

While Asian Americans often feel as much if not more stress than their counterparts, they 

are reluctant to seek treatment.  These stigmas have been attributed to the pressure from 

their family to save face and expectations stemming from the “model minority” myth 

(Lee et al., 2009).   

 The importance of saving face only emphasizes the need to avoid admitting the 

need for any help.  Unfortunately, mental health is still considered extremely shameful in 

Asian American society and the stigmas associated with it lead to the evasion of therapy 

(Cohen, 2007).  Despite the availability of counseling on college campuses, it is rare to 

see Asian American students seeking help (Suzuki, 2002).  While Asian American 

students may be willing to seek help for academic or vocational issues (Tracey, Leong, & 

Glidden, 1986), their Confucian upbringing discourages them from expressing emotion 

(Louie, 2014). 

Research about stigmas towards mental health and losing face has shown that the 

level of acculturation plays a role in the readiness to seek help (Leong, Kim, & Gupta, 

2011; Tracey, Leong, & Gidden, 1986).  Asian Americans with high identification with 

U.S. culture were more likely to recognize a personal need for professional help and were 

more willing to seek out professional mental health services (Atkinson & Gim, 1989; 

Tracey, Leong, & Glidden, 1986).  This is important to take into consideration as trends 

are studied and resources are planned for students.  Also, since Asian Americans with 
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lower levels of acculturation will be less likely than those with higher levels of 

acculturation to have negative conceptualizations of mental health help seeking (Leong, 

Kim, & Gupta, 2011), dispelling such damaging thoughts about seeking help is 

necessary. 

Unfortunately, students with lower levels of acculturation may feel a substantial 

amount of pressure from their families to have a more traditional mindset.  A part of the 

acculturation process can lead to a tricky balancing act between the native culture and 

their home in the United States.  In a series of studies done on Korean Americans, the 

researchers discuss the indications of stress from trying to find equilibrium.  For example, 

the pressure to maintain Korean culture and values while balancing the individualistic 

culture of the United States can be connected to the stress and depression of Korean 

Americans (Hovey, Kim, & Seligman, 2006).   

In a similar study, Aldwin and Greenberger (1987) found that depression among 

Korean students was intricately connected to their home lives. Depression and stress 

among these students stemmed more from perceptions of parental values rather than 

academic stress; however, parental achievement expectations were shown as less 

important than parental traditionalism as a predictor for depression (Aldwin & 

Greenberger, 1987).  This is important to note since outsiders looking at certain 

indicators (e.g., academic performance) may not see any cause for worry, yet students 

may be struggling with a cultural issue stemming from their home environment.  This 

conflict that students may feel between their parents’ more traditional values and their 

attempts to acculturate themselves into U.S. society can lead to stress and depression 

(Aldwin & Greenberger, 1987).   
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Conclusion 

As the Asian American population continues to grow, it is important to recognize 

their needs and provide the appropriate resources.  The sources of stress and anxiety for 

these students stem from their unique heritage.  The expectations built up from the 

“model minority” myth to the pressure from their family, Asian American students face.   

Throughout this chapter, the struggles of Asian American students in higher 

education have been discussed.  These students are often ignored due to their status as a 

“model minority” while they face huge amounts of pressure from their peers, teachers, 

and family.  By looking at how the Asian American experience and the home 

environment create demanding settings for the students, the link is clear to the heightened 

levels of stress and anxiety. 

There is still much more research that must be done on the Asian American 

student experience.  The literature reviewed only scratches at the surface of the complex 

issues that impact this population’s experience while in college.  By using this literature 

as a backdrop of my research project, I will discuss my methodology in chapter three. 

 

 

  



 

 

 

Chapter 3 

METHODOLOGY 

 The purpose of this study is to explore how the pressures placed upon Asian 

Americans to choose STEM fields and succeed academically can have the unintended 

consequences of stress and depression.  This chapter describes the methodology was used 

to conduct the study. It also discusses the theoretical perspective used in analysis.  It will 

conclude with an introduction to the participants in this study. 

Qualitative Methodology 

Qualitative research methodology was used to conduct this research study.  

Qualitative research attempts to understand meanings that are constructed by the 

participants about the particular topic.  It also explores the meaning that individuals give 

a specific situation (Creswell, 2009).  This type of research lens is particularly useful in 

this project because it helps to understand perceptions of participants, especially in 

human experiences and social life while taking into account history, culture, and context 

of the situation being studied (Elliott, Fischer, & Rennie, 1999; Warren & Karner, 2009).  

Within qualitative research, there are various approaches that can be used.  For 

this study, I used ethnographic interviewing methods to explore the cultural impact upon 

my research questions.  The data was analyzed by using grounded theory since it allows 

for research to be continually validated and expanded throughout the data collection 

process (Strauss & Corbin, 1994).  This type of continual learning allowed for the 

research to discover meaning as it was being performed.  Furthermore, it allowed for an 

interaction between the researcher and participant that developed into the construction of 

meaning (Mills, Bonner, & Francis, 2006).  Qualitative research, in general, allows for a 
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small scope approach to a larger program that allows for similar themes to emerge from 

difference experiences (Creswell, 2009). 

 Grounded theory is the study of how patterns become apparent and allows for the 

researcher to see commonality among the whole group being researched, rather than just 

focusing on the individual (Strauss & Corbin, 1994).  By looking at the trends that 

emerge, the researcher attempts to have the patterns tell the story as opposed to guiding 

the research through an existing framework.  This flexibility gives the emerging coded 

data the power to speak for itself. 

This qualitative study used individual interviews to learn more about the subjects.  

These individual interviews consisted of open-ended, semi-structured sessions with six 

Asian American students from two separate universities, both in the same city in the 

South.  One university was a large, public university, and the other was a small, private 

university.  By including a variety of students from two separate schools, the study 

allowed for the multiple voices of the participants to be understood as a whole picture to 

provide insight into the research (Strauss & Corbin, 1994).  Using semi-structured 

interviews also allowed for more flexibility in the conversation to allow the participants 

to answer honestly and build rapport with the interviewer (Warren & Karner, 2009).  

Research Setting 

All interviews took place on one of the two approved campuses in the South.  

Both campuses were approved through IRB protocols. Both campuses are located in the 

same metropolitan area, and it has one of the largest populations of Asian Americans of 

any metropolitan area in the United States per the 2010 Census. 
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One of the campuses is the flagship school of a large system of universities.  This 

study took place on the main campus.  Of the university’s large student population 

(around 40,000), almost 20% are Asian American.  The interviews for the participants of 

this university took place in an office of a faculty member.  This office was chosen due to 

its privacy and because it was not in a building that housed STEM classes.  This allowed 

for the participants to maintain their anonymity for the interview.   

The small university campus is a single school with a 22% Asian American 

student population (less than 8,000 total students).  While a private room was secured for 

the purposes of the interviews, all participants on this campus chose to meet in an 

alternative location of their choice.  Two students asked to meet in a public setting (the 

on-campus coffee shop and cafeteria, respectively) which had a lot of campus traffic.  

The other participants chose private rooms on campus, though not the one originally 

designated.  In all instances, the participants seemed at ease with their choice of location. 

Sample Selection 

Participants were found through a snowball effect, but the process was initiated 

by a call for participants in various on-campus student groups with a focus on STEM 

fields (e.g., Allied Health Professions Society, American Institute of Chemical Engineers, 

Asian Medical Professions Society, Science in Society, etc.) and through general email 

listservs (Appendix C).  The sample included Asian American students (e.g., not 

international students), enrolled full-time in the university at the time of the study, who 

had declared a major in a STEM field and were not adopted.  International students were 

not included in this research project because they would not reflect the dual cultural 

influences unique to the Asian American student experience.  The focus on non-adopted 
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Asian American students was to ensure participants can answer questions regarding 

family influences in the process of choosing a major.  

For the purpose of this research project, I attempted to narrow the sample to 

include only voluntary minorities.  Since Asian Americans with ties to the Far East (e.g., 

China, Korea, Japan, etc.) are considered voluntary minorities in the United States, this 

was a specific area of focus for participants.  By limiting the sample towards a more 

homogeneous population, I hoped to diminish any outlying data gathered due to major 

cultural differences.   

As interviewing people with whom a relationship is already formed can cause 

stress upon the participants (Warren & Karner, 2009), I had no direct interactions with 

any of the participants in this study besides the periods during the interviews.   

Data Collection 

I chose to interview the students as a data collection mechanism in order to 

capitalize on the personal interactions and allow for the participants to help guide the 

conversation towards areas that they feel are more pertinent.  Qualitative research allows 

for nuanced responses that may not be gathered through quantifiable methods. 

I conducted one-hour, semi-structured interviews with each of the participants.  

Due to the rigidity of structured interviews, I felt that a semi-structured interview would 

allow for more flexibility and give the interviewee more control over the direction of the 

responses (Fontana & Frey, 1998). This flexibility allowed me to add follow-up 

questions, give explanations, or modify questions based on my perception of what was 

appropriate for the situation. By using multiple methods (observation, note taking, and 
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audio recording), qualitative research adds a richness to the depth of inquiry (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 1998; Fontana & Frey, 1998). 

Interviews took place between April 2013 and November 2014 on each respective 

campus.  The purpose of the interviews was to have the participants reflect on the anxiety 

and stress that they might be feeling in college.  They were asked to especially reflect on 

factors that may exasperate these feelings such as the “model minority” myth, cultural 

influences, and acculturation levels.   

Before the interviews began, each participant was asked to complete a consent 

form (Appendix A) that informed them about the nature of the study, the purpose of the 

study, the promise of confidentiality, the voluntary nature of their participation, and the 

possible benefits of this research.  Each interview was conducted on campus at a location 

determined by the participant to ensure that they were in a comfortable setting of their 

choice. 

Interview Protocol 

 The following interview protocol was used.  All of the participants were asked the 

same questions, with individual follow-up questions that were based on the responses 

received.  Before starting each interview, the participants were asked to read and sign the 

Informed Consent Form (see Appendix A).  Rooms were reserved on both campuses for 

the interviews and students, though some students requested to meet in another location 

of their choosing.  In all instances, the interviews took place on one of the two approved 

campus sites. 

 To set the tone of the meeting, I conscientiously used a friendly tone and began 

with a cordial discussion of general campus observations to begin the conversation.  This 
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conversation was typically lighthearted in order to ease any tension that may have 

existed.  This also allowed for time to set up the recording device. 

 Next I reiterated key parts of the Informed Consent Form, specifically reminding 

the participants that they could discontinue the interview at any point if they felt 

uncomfortable.  I also explained that if they felt uncomfortable or unwilling to answer a 

specific question that they could choose to not answer and move on.   

 Once these preliminary items were completed, I began recording our conversation 

with a brief introduction of myself, my general research topic, and information on the 

program.  The questions below were asked of all participants, though additional questions 

were added based on the responses.  

Topic One: “Model Minority Myth” 

1. How much do you think others (e.g., teachers, friends, and society) believe 

that the “model minority myth” is accurate and how does this impact your 

relationship with them? 

2. Do you feel any pressure to fill this expectation?  If so, how does it manifest 

itself? 

3. Have you heard comments and/or jokes about Asian Americans and STEM 

fields?  How did they make you feel?  (Give examples of Asian memes or 

throwing off the curve as prompts.) 

Topic Two: Home Environment/Acculturation 

1. How acculturated to the U.S. mainstream culture do you feel you are?  What 

about your family? 

2. How do you balance the different cultures? 
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3. What kind of stigmas do you think you (or other Asian Americans) have 

towards seeking counseling or treatment for stress and anxiety? 

Topics Three: Stress & Anxiety 

1. What are the leading causes of your stress?  Family, friends, romantic 

relationships, academics, finances? 

2. What on-campus resources (if any) do you use to help cope with stress and 

anxiety?  

3. What kind of stigmas do you think you (or other Asian Americans) have 

towards seeking counseling or treatment for stress and anxiety? 

Since data analysis in qualitative research studies relies on interviews as the main source 

of data, it was important to ensure the data was analyzed appropriately.  Each interview 

was audio-recorded, transcribed, and then coded for emerging themes.   

Data Analysis 

The research resulted in six interviews that were analyzed.  Interview transcripts 

were coded using grounded theory procedures.  Codes were viewed conceptually and 

then grouped to develop categories while helping to find commonalities among the 

interviews (Warner & Karner, 2009).  The commonalities discovered will be discussed 

further in later chapters. 

By using interviews, this project allowed the research to "give voice" to the 

participants, albeit under the interpretative nature of my own viewpoint (Strauss & 

Corbin, 1994).  I approached the interviews from a relativist perspective as I expect that 

my interviews were influenced by not only the individual differences and cultural 
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influences of the participants, but also in their interactions with me (Mills, Bonner, & 

Francis, 2006).  As an Asian American woman in my thirties, I expect that my own 

personal values will influence my understanding of the data.  By allowing the participants 

to review my notes and interpretations, I hoped to minimize any undue influence from 

my own biases. 

Future Studies 

 Since studies on Asian Americans are rare as a whole, it will be important for 

researchers in the field to continue studying this population.  My research focuses on a 

specific group of Asian Americans (those considered “voluntary minorities”), and I 

recommend that another study be done to explore the impact of stress and anxiety among 

other Asian subgroups.   

 While this study gives insight into a small population, repeated studies can help 

confirm data it has found.  Also, while qualitative studies are beneficial to delve deeply 

into the narrative of student life, a large-scale quantitative project may help find larger 

trends across the nation. 

Participant Biographies 

 During a 19-month period, I interviewed six undergraduate students who self-

identified as Asian American.  All six students were enrolled as a STEM field major and 

came from one of two universities in the South used in this study.  Below are descriptions 

of the participants, followed by table 1, which lists demographic information.  To protect 

anonymity, pseudonyms have been assigned. 
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 Susan.  Susan moved from Vietnam to the United States with her family when 

she was 10 years old.  She is a chemistry, pre-med sophomore who has one older brother.  

She is unsure of the type of medicine that she wants to practice but is trying to decide 

between a pediatric or surgical specialization.  Her brother is now married (to another 

recent immigrant) and has been very involved in raising her since her parents do not 

speak a lot of English.  She is a quiet, shy student who seemed to avoid speaking about 

her parents in a negative light. 

 Sebastian.  Sebastian moved to the United States in his early childhood and is the 

oldest of two children.  His younger sister is much more Americanized than he is, and he 

attributes that to her being born and raised in the United States for her entire life.  He 

spoke freely about feeling additional pressure due to his status as the male of the family 

and being the oldest.  At home, he speaks in Mandarin with his parents but only in 

English with his sister.  He is a senior studying chemical and biomolecular engineering 

and will receive a minor in business administration.  He served as the secretary of his 

campus’s Taiwanese student association. 

 Sharon.  Sharon was born and raised in the United States and attended a 

predominately Asian high school, where all of her close friends were Asian.  At home, 

she only speaks Cantonese with her parents, but speaks in English with her two younger 

sisters.  She is currently studying Mandarin so that she can work in a predominantly 

Chinese area when she graduates from medical school.  She is currently a sophomore 

studying biochemistry and is pre-med.  Her goal is to find ways to give back to the 

Chinese community through her career, while also making her family proud.  She is 
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acutely aware of her grandfather’s low expectations for her since she is female, and this 

helps drive her to succeed. 

 Veronica.  Veronica is the oldest child with two younger brothers.  She comes 

from a family where her mother is a doctor and her father is an engineer, so they have 

high expectations for her academic success.  Her parents have been in the United States 

for most of their lives, and they only speak English in the house.  She is a sophomore 

studying biochemistry and cell biology, though she once considered psychology before 

being discouraged by her parents because it is considered a soft science. 

 Brian.  Brian has one older sister, though he feels that he still carries the burden 

to take care of his parents because he is male.  He is a senior in college and feels an 

affinity for the liberal arts, but has settled for a degree in pharmacy since he needs to be 

able to take care of the family.  During his time in college, he was able to explore his 

non-STEM interests by studying abroad in Mexico and Columbia.  Since he has chosen 

to stay in pharmacy, he is interested in finding ways to marry his global interests with his 

career. 

Rachel.  Rachel’s parents are both from Taiwan, though she was born and raised 

in the United States.  Rachel is the oldest child in her family, with two younger brothers.  

At home, her family speaks “Chinglish” (a combination of Chinese and English), but she 

always speaks to her brothers in English.  She was once interested in technical theater, 

but she is now a senior graduating with a degree in mechanical engineering.  Her parents 

became more “American” after her brother starting playing sports, and they attended his 

games.  She has decided to pursue a career in engineering, but still struggles with her 

desire to be a fulltime barista and focus on coffee making as a livelihood.  
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Table 1 

Participants’ Demographic Information 

 

Conclusion 

 In this chapter, I outlined the methods that were used in this study.  This chapter 

focused on the reasons for doing a qualitative research project with descriptions of the 

participants.  By using two different schools with different backgrounds, the sample of 

participants gave a more varied look into the population while still being consistent with 

my research goals.   

Name Major Year Siblings Generation 

Susan Chemistry, pre-

med 

Sophomore  2nd child (1 older 

brother) 

1.5 

Sebastian Chemical & 

biomolecular 

engineering, 

business minor 

Senior 1st child (1 

younger sister) 

1.5 

Sharon Biochemistry, pre-

med 

Sophomore 1st child (2 

younger sisters) 

2nd 

Veronica Biochemistry and 

cell biology  

Sophomore 1st child (2 

younger brothers) 

2nd 

Brian Pharmacy Senior 2nd child (1 older 

sister) 

2nd 

Rachel Mechanical 

engineering 

Senior 1st child (2 

younger brothers) 

2nd 
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 In chapter four, the three themes that emerged from the interviews will be 

discussed.  The experiences of each participant shed light on the Asian American student 

experience in ways that complemented each other while providing individual voices.  



 

 

 

Chapter 4: Data Findings 

 This chapter presents the data gathered from conducting individual interviews 

with the six participants. It will cover the four overarching themes that emanated from the 

interviews, including (1) family influences, (2) saving face, (3) the impact of the “model 

minority” myth, and (4) the stigma of seeking professional help. These themes illuminate 

some of the barriers preventing Asian American students from seeking help with their 

anxiety and stress in college. The first theme shares how the family dynamics, especially 

the parents, influence decision making for these students. The second theme explores the 

importance of “saving face” not only for the students, but also their families. The third 

theme discusses how the model minority myth has impacted their education, both inside 

and outside of the classroom setting. The final theme looks at the reasons why these 

students do not seek professional help when they have anxiety and/or stress.  

Theme One: Family Influences 

 All participants cited their family, particularly their parents, as a major motivating 

factor in their lives. In this theme, several participants stated that their parents heavily 

influenced their choices in major and career path. 

Parents. All of the participants in this study discussed the influence that their 

parents have over many of their decisions. Students such as Sebastian admitted, “It’s 

really mind blowing especially when I see Americans, it’s like, ‘Oh, yeah, I called my 

mom for the first time in the month.’ Which is like—I call my mom every day.” 
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These close relationships with parents are often compared to the ones they see 

their non-Asian friends having. Veronica compares simple interactions such as 

mealtimes. 

Something as simple as like “Oh, my family eats dinner together at the table like 

every day.” All the people are like, “Wait, you do that?” like it’s weird. I’m like 

“Well, how do you do it?” They’re like, “Just like you do lunch, you know. Just 

like, everyone just comes in, grabs a plate and, you know, eats whatever’s in the 

fridge and makes their own meal and walks off.” I’m like, “Well, don’t you ever 

get to like sit down and talk to your parents?” They’re like, “Not really.” 

Everyone does their own thing. And so, I don’t know, but I tend to find, in my 

personal experience that Asian Americans are the ones who tend to more like, 

“Come and have dinner with the whole family and get together.” That might also 

contribute to the closer family relations that you observe. It’s just that simple, 

simple act that doesn’t always happen in other families 

 Sharon also compares the attitude towards parental obligation to that of her 

friends and is already planning for the future. While many of her non-Asian American 

friends do not have to worry about financially supporting their parents when they are 

older, many Asian American students feel additional pressure to provide for their families 

due to the filial piety based on Confucian philosophy (Smith, 1991).  Sharon recognizes 

that there are different expectations placed upon her by her parents than what most of her 

friends experience. 

When I was growing up, my parents were talking to me about, how it’s so weird 

that when White people, when they retire, their kids don’t take care of them a lot. 

Like, they use their, retirement fund or whatever they have. And then, she’s like, 

“Oh, I don’t expect you to do that. I expect you to take care of us a lot more than 

that.” So I guess it might be an Asian thing… I don’t really know. This might be 

an Asian thing that I bet it’s expected that you take care of your parents after 

this… Like a lot of the times, your parents would’ve been with you when you get 

married or stuff like, or something like that. And also, for sure in a lot of Asian 

societies, you live with your parents until you get married, which is not very 

normal in non-Asian societies… Asian have the responsibility of wanting to take 

care of their parents because I guess they understand that they’ve been taking care 

of them for most of their lives, too.  
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 While many of the students state that they are close to their parents, they often 

also cite them as a source of major stress. As Sebastian says, “I feel like the most 

pressure probably was like, from my parents. If anybody has a voice in my life, it’s just… 

that would be my parents.” Even when discussing decisions that impact their own lives, 

these students reflect that the balance between what they want to do and how their 

parents will react are obvious. Susan admits that even joking about seeking a non-medical 

career can be touchy. 

Whenever my dad asks me what I want to do, I know he said that, "You can be 

anything you want to." But truthfully he was like, "Please be a doctor." And when 

I told him that, you know, “I just want to be a doctor,” and he said, "Okay. Cool." 

And now whenever I bring... kind of bring out, you know, like jokingly bring out, 

"You know, I don't want to be a doctor anymore..." he's like, "What?!" I was like, 

"Just kidding! Please don't freak out.” 

 This type of obligation to consult the family on career choices is stems from not 

only the filial piety, but also the emphasis on family sacrifice (Dundes, Cho, & Kwak, 

2009; Fouad et al., 2007).  Veronica mentions a point when she considered changing her 

major to psychology. She quickly realized that her parents did not believe that becoming 

a psychologist would be appropriate, but that her parents would accept her becoming a 

psychiatrist since that would require an MD, therefore legitimizing the profession more. 

So at one point, I wanted to be a psychology major. And my parents were like, 

“Oh, you don’t want to do that.” I’m like, “Wait. Why?” You know, they’re like, 

“Because they don’t make a lot of money, you know, they, they, sit around and 

listen to people’s problems all day. Like, how depressing would that be?” I’m 

like, “But mom, you’re a doctor! You sit around and listen to people’s problems 

all day, too!” And they’re like, “Yeah, but it’s different.”  

This emphasis to find a “safe” career (Sue & Okazaki, 1990) is also illustrated by 

Brian who had wanted to attend an arts high school, but his parents dissuaded him, and 

now as a college student studying pharmacy.  During our interview, he still wondered 
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about doing something in the arts. Unfortunately, he feels that his obligation to choose a 

career that will be lucrative enough to support his family must take precedence. 

So as a person, I always wanted to like do something in liberal arts or because I 

felt like that was my spirit. But at the same time, I felt like I have the 

responsibility to care for my mom and care for my family. 

There are, of course, stories of Asian American parents who do come to terms 

with their children choosing non-STEM majors. Veronica recalls a story of her friend 

who became an architect. 

She was really good at arts, and she wanted to be architecture major. But, her 

parents really wanted her to go be a doctor. And she fought with them for like, 

four years before they finally agreed. “Okay, you actually do have a talent in this. 

You have won a bunch of awards. You haven’t been doing that great in science. 

You’ve been doing really good in arts, so maybe we should accept that you’re 

going to be an architect instead.” And I feel like, other cultures, if that kind of 

problem showed up, the parents would automatically embrace this architecture 

dream and talent, versus with the Asian parents that—it’s a little harder to 

convince them. 

 Rachel discusses her struggles to balance decision making between her own 

desires and her family expectations. This type of pressure to fulfill familial expectations 

of financial stable careers often has Asian American students reconsidering their career 

decisions (Fouad et al., 2007). While she maintains that she has chosen a career that she 

enjoys, during the interview she spoke at length about her original passion for theater. 

Now, as a senior, she is about to start a job in the oil and gas industry as an engineer, but 

she still has moments when she thinks about other paths. When talking to her friends, she 

realizes that non-Asian American families have different values towards decision 

making. 

I compare myself to one of my friends who—he is white—and I’m like, “I can’t 

do that. My parents would kill me.” And they were like, and he would always be 

like, “Well, good thing your parents don’t control your life anymore.” And I’m 
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like, “That’s true that they don’t, but like mentally, they kind of still do.” And so I 

think the decision making with getting a job, a lot of it was, “This is the right 

thing to do.” And that was heavily influenced either by society or by Asian 

culture of not letting my parents down. The right thing to do was to use the degree 

that your parents paid for and make a lot of money and… I mean, I was quite 

happy and delighted with the company that I’m working for. I interned with them 

last summer, and I really enjoyed the work culture and everything. So, but it’s by 

no means like… by no means like, “I’m doing this because I have to.” 

She continues this line of thought by discussing the difficulties she had in deciding what 

to do for her career. For her, the struggle between her “American” side and her “Asian” 

side has her conflicted as to what path to go down. 

I’m actually going into oil and gas, and I think there was definitely this like 

struggle between like “Do I actually want….” It was definitely the American side 

of me that was romanticizing. When you are given so much opportunity for your 

whole life, and everybody always tells you, “You can do whatever you want,” and 

“The world is your oyster,” and “Opportunities are out there, all you have to do is 

take it,” and not to “Settle for the worn down road of going oil and gas and selling 

out.” And inevitably what ends up happening is that you work very hard to take 

all these opportunities, and you get places, and you do make your parents proud… 

I worked at a coffee shop on the weekends because I wanted to, and I met people 

who do, they are baristas for life, and they make like $12 an hour for their life. 

And they’re, I mean they’re fine. It’s just a different life they have. They live in a 

simple world, and it’s much smaller and less comfortable, but it’s still their life. 

And what ends up happening is that you will romanticize like, “Man, I could go 

into theater and maybe starve to death, but I could be happy doing that.” And like, 

“Will oil and gas make me happy?” And inevitable really what ends up happening 

is, the Asian side pulls you back and is like, “Alright, let’s be real.” And like, 

“Come on, what are we going to do? You can’t just give up everything that 

you’ve done and run off to be, to make minimum wage for the rest of your life.” 

And it’s funny because I was actually talking to my roommate about this, and we 

both have the same mentality of like, “It would be great if we could just make 

minimum wage.” But you would really be giving up so much. You would be 

giving up so much, not only that of what your parents set up for you, but also like 

all the work that you’ve done as well. And like, can you give all that up? 

 

 By growing up in a household with strong values instilled by parents, these 

students often internalize high expectations for themselves. The pressure to perform well 

to please their parents and to give back to them is reiterated by Sebastian. 

I don’t know if it’s just like a standard… I feel like maybe it’s because like I’ve 

been raised living under the pressure of my parents that I had to do good grades, 
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and it just becomes like an intrinsic part of myself, that if I managed like not 

achieve a certain standard, I could feel stressed out like, “Oh my God!” Like I 

failed my own standard even though technically I can still pass and get a job. I 

guess I’d still feel bad. 

 

 This sense of obligation to repay the hard work of their parents was reiterated 

throughout the interviews. Rachel specifically said, “I know that my parents work their 

butts off to like put me in this position. And so I in turn have also worked very hard to be 

where I am today and be successful.” While all students felt some level of impact from 

their parents, it is clear that the students interviewed sensed a difference in the amount of 

influence from their parents than their non-Asian American friends. None of the students 

spoke negatively about this guidance; however, the amount of pressure and stress they 

felt was certainly compounded by the expectations that they placed not only on 

themselves, but also what they felt they received from their parents. 

Birth order. All of the participants in this study had siblings. Rachel explained 

that her brother also had similar pressure to go into a STEM field. 

I was actually just thinking about that [family expectations]—the story that my 

little brother is not as into math and science, but he still feels pressured to go to 

engineering. He likes playing with phones and like refurb… he likes taking them 

apart and likes refurbing them. But that’s just a random passion that he has, in the 

same way that I was like interested in student theater. But because of that my 

parents, and his like own mental pressures, forced him to go into engineering to 

see at least if he would like it or not.  

While Rachel felt that her brother received the same amount of pressure as she did 

to excel in the STEM fields, Sebastian stated that he saw differences between himself and 

his sister. While he stated that he felt more pressure to conform to Asian American 

stereotypes and expectations, he felt that she did not.  

She [Sebastian’s sister] was actually born here… I think that may be a reason why 

she’s a lot more American than I am. ‘Cause she’s like definitely… I feel like 

she’s more fond of the American culture than the Asian culture… not necessarily 

sure why. Maybe just a personal difference… the expectation kind of lies in the 
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oldest child… The expectations that I have to get to a good school, I have to get 

good grades. Maybe do extra-curricular activities. I mean, personally, like these 

stuff are just like stuff that I wouldn’t normally do on my own… 

 While it could be conjectured that Sebastian received additional pressure to 

support the family due to his gender based on the Confucian value system (Smith, 1991), 

as a female, Sharon recalled a similar expectation from her family. When talking about 

her future plans, she said:  

So I’ll work hard, finish med school, find a job, pay, all of that. And also be able 

to support my family. And also, my parents once told me that, “You’re the oldest. 

We’re getting old. When you finish school, you’re going to have to pay for your 

sisters to go to college” or something like that. So that also stresses me. I’m like, 

I’m just going to be finishing school—I don’t know how I’m going to pay for my 

sisters to go to school. But I also have to still support them because they’re still 

my family. And my dad is a little bit older than most dads because he’s… So my 

mom is a normal mom age for me, but my dad is 7 years older than my mom, so it 

makes it a little… he’s getting older, and he’s been at a job for a very long time. 

And his job is really stressful, and he works really long hours. So, I just want him 

to, forever retire, but he can’t because he has to support us. And I can’t support 

him, until probably after med school. Because during med school, I also have a lot 

of expenses. Not just tuition. Like personal expenses, too, like living wherever I 

have to go to school, and just daily eating and stuff like that. So, that is one of the 

big pressure.  

Later on in the interview, Sharon continued by talking about her unique relationship to 

her parents.  

I feel like as the oldest child, you kind of step up to that responsibility. But also, 

sometimes you might be closer to your parents because you’ve also been with 

them longer because you’re older… You have a more mature factor because 

you’re older. You start to understand your parents a lot more. I feel like my 

sisters, they’re 2 years younger and 4 years younger. So I’m 19, they’re 17 and 

15. When I was their age in high school, I totally understood my parents. But 

they’re in high school now, I mean, I feel like they don’t understand my parents 

enough. They’re probably still rebellious…Eventually [you] end up starting 

understanding your parents. Understand how hard they work for you to be where 

you are. For you to have your clothes. For you to have food on the table. For you 

to be able to go to school or do other fun things you want to do with your friends. 

How much they sacrificed for you to do all those things. And being oldest kind of 

makes it—you certainly understand that factor, but for them, they don’t 

understand that factor, and that’s why you probably want to take all the 

responsibility. 
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While each interviewee shared a different perspective on the impact of the 

relationship between themselves and their parents or extended family, it was clear that 

Asian American familial pressure is quite different than what is experienced by those of 

non-Asian descent.  

Other family members. While parents obviously play a large role in shaping 

lives, extended family members can also play a role in Asian American households. 

Sharon shared a story of her family struggles stemming from her grandfather’s preference 

for his male grandchildren. Steeped in Confucian values (Smith, 1991), the emphasis on 

certain relationship orders often neglects females, and Sharon’s family was greatly 

impacted by this. 

She [Sharon’s mother] gave birth to three daughters and my other uncles have 

sons. So like, I work really hard so that I can prove to my grandpa, I am capable, 

even I’m a female. I work really hard. And I also work really hard because I know 

that like, my parents are really proud of me.  

Later on in the interview, Sharon brought up her grandfather again in regard to finding a 

job that pays well to help her parents financially: “So like, that is one of the big pressure. 

And also, my grandpa, proving to him that I can do something as a girl.” 

 For Susan, there is additional pressure to succeed based on different expectations 

from family members. She explains that her mother brags to family members about her 

future goals and accomplishments, which adds another layer of stress. 

And whenever my mom talks about me, she was like, "Oh yeah, she's got this 

like, what do you call it, scholarship in this university. She's going there, and she's 

studying to be a doctor and everything." She sounds really proud so... She kind of 

makes me, you know, kind of uncomfortable. "Mom, what if I don't want to be a 

doctor anymore?" Geez. 

 These other family relationships play a role in shaping the expectations of the 

participants, though not to the extent that the parents do.  
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Theme Two: Saving Face 

 Throughout the interviews, many of the participants discussed the concept of 

saving face as a motivating factor in their lives, especially when it came to their academic 

performance and future planning. While not everyone knew the term, once described, 

they all nodded knowingly about this unspoken pressure to bring honor and dignity to 

their families (Braxton, 1999). Within this topic, most of the conversation focused on the 

participants saving face for their parents, though some focused on the shame aspect that 

motivated them personally.  

Parents. As discussed earlier, the role of the parents in an Asian American 

household is a uniquely powerful position. Each interview included numerous mentions 

of the influence that these students’ parents have had on them. While many non-Asian 

American students could say the same, the pervasive and constant nature of parental 

guidance is distinctive. Rachel explains that though there were a lot of factors in her 

decision to pursue a career in gas and oil, her main influence was her parents. 

And of course, as with everything else, there’s a wide range of influences. But I 

would definitely say that it is like 75% that Asian culture and like not letting my 

parents down. I’m like, this is the crowning moment of like everything that 

you’ve built up. Like you, your, your whole life like has built up to. And you’re 

going to throw it away to make minimum wage at a coffee shop. 

 Sebastian echoed a similar sentiment, but clarified that while he’s received 

pressure from his parents, he did not feel the same level of expectation from his teachers 

or friends.  

My parents always have this whole like, you can’t disgrace your family. You have 

to save face, like that. Like you have to reach this certain academic standard. 

Teachers and peers, not so much… just probably more surprised that I didn’t 

reach this expectation, but they’re not so strict about voicing that I have to abide 

to the standards. 
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 For Sharon, the concept of saving face for her parents and herself became 

internalized, and both share the same end goals.   

Cory: So you’re saying... So what I’m hearing here is that saving your parent’s 

face is more important than your own at this point? 

Sharon: Yeah. And like, it seems like by saving your parent’s face, I’m also 

saving mine. Because like I… In order to save their face, I have to do well and 

that saves my parents’ face, if that makes sense 

She continued, stating that while it is important to save face for her parents and for 

herself, the Asian community also plays a role.  This supports the research done by Louie 

(2014) who claimed that the loss of face impacts not just the individual, but also the 

entire family and can extend to the Asian American community. In order to save herself 

and her family the shame of having negative anecdotes told about her, she strives to do 

well. 

And I know that sometimes, Asian parents go into other Asian parents and talking 

about their kids. So, I work really hard so that my mom has something to talk 

about sometimes. But also, it usually, it feels really weird. Being around my mom 

and her friends, and her friends are talking about her children are like, “Oh, my 

children have been misbehaving.” It is just really awkward to bring that up that 

her children and her having to say that, and I don’t want to put my mom in that 

position ever.  

While Veronica did not use the words “saving face,” she did tell an anecdote 

about visiting her on-campus counseling service regarding an issue she was having with 

her roommate. In telling this story, she was quick to point out that she wanted to 

“protect” her image. 

Cory: I don’t know if you talked to your parents about going to well-being office 

to get… 

Veronica: No, no. I didn’t. 

Cory: Was there a reason you didn’t tell them, or because it wasn’t important, 

or…? 
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Veronica: I feel like… I like to project this image to my parents that I’m doing 

better than I actually am. I don’t want to burden them with all my problems, 

because they have problems of their own, you know. So, I felt like if I went and 

told them, “Oh, by the way, you know, I’m having this roommate issue, and then 

I’m going to well-being office.” Then they’d be like… you know, I don’t know 

how they would be. But I feel like that’s just an unnecessary burden that they 

don’t need. I can handle that for myself. 

Cory: Okay. At what point would you feel comfortable? Like if there were some 

other random issues? At what point would you feel comfortable sharing with your 

parents? 

Veronica: If one of the roommates spontaneously gets up and leaves. At that 

point, I think I would tell them.  

Cory: But I mean, I guess, in anything in life. Not just even roommates. It could 

be one… a class, or you know. 

Veronica: I do tell them all my test grades, just so they kind of know where I am 

generally. But if I was failing a class, you know, that’s like, “Oh, God!” you 

know. Fortunately I’m not doing that badly. I think, in terms of grades, I’d kind of 

let them know when I get like a C, you know, or lower. Even a B. Anything that’s 

not an A. Like, start alarm bells. I think in terms of social stuff, like that, you 

know, generally like the roommate spontaneously leaves you know, it’s going to 

not… I’m not gonna go there. 

Cory: You’ll be able to deal with it on your own. 

Veronica: Yeah, definitely. 

 The overall focus on parents and saving them from dishonor was a subtle theme 

throughout the conversations. Whether the goal was to save face for the family at large, 

in front of the community, or just internally, this tension motivated certain actions from 

these students.  

Shame. A less common yet related theme was the idea of just general shame that 

can come along with losing face.  While the Western culture is considered a “guilt 

culture,” Asian society is considered a “shame culture” (Wong &Tsai, 2007).   For 

Rachel, it was important that she did not shame her family, and it impacted her decisions.  

I definitely shy away from doing anything that would like embarrass my family. 

Or something that my family, like if my parents knew that they would be 
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embarrassed about, I definitely shy away from those things. And then, when I do 

end up doing anything like that, I definitely do feel guilty for like doing 

something that my family would not be okay with… that they would be, yeah, 

that they would be embarrassed about. 

After Brian talked to his mom about his visit to a psychologist, his mother 

admonished him to not let others know. The shame factor and face saving was her 

immediate reaction to his confession. She told him, 

Don’t let the relatives know. People will ask you, “What’s wrong with this? I 

heard your son is doing this.” Don’t let people know because they’ll talk about it, 

and it’ll look bad on the family name or it’ll look bad on us. 

For Sebastian, there is a clear difference between how you can approach a 

problem, and he recognizes that the concept of saving face may influence whether or not 

you seek the help that you need.  

Well, at least from what I perceive, I hang out, like just really living with my 

family and my extended family all the time. I feel like going to someone for say… 

say for example the wellness center, it’s almost like an open recognition that you 

have a problem, which you know in America is totally fine because if you have a 

problem, you should definitely seek help. But I feel like in the Asian culture, 

there’s definitely… there’s a standard, you can’t… What is it… not you can’t 

have problems… It’s more of like… If you have a problem you should keep it to 

yourself, something like that, or maybe like, it’s just this whole face issue, like 

saving face issue. Like, if you’re caught going to seeking therapy help, it’s just 

you lose face. So I think there’s a stigma, which is like you’re trying like to not 

make it… 

Sebastian’s delineation between Asian perceptions of therapy and comparing it to how 

different it is in the United States is a point brought up by a few of the participants and 

will be discussed in greater detail in the next section. 

 Sharon takes Sebastian’s line of thought and extends it further to include the 

Asian American community at large. Since Asian countries are more interdependent, 

external influences are as highly important (Wong & Tsai, 2007).   
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Once you have like, seeking treatment means like there’s something wrong and 

you’re not perfect. And they don’t want people to know that… because in Asian 

community, gossip travels really quick… like really quick. Some will find out and 

then that’s how… they’ll hang out in groups, and then they’ll tell other people. 

And then other people will know, and eventually people in the whole community 

somehow finds out. They don’t want to like embarrass themselves, and seeking 

treatment and stuff like that, and a lot of times it makes things worse, and then it 

likes builds off to, to like a builds up to where everything just explodes. 

For Sharon, the snowball effect of having anything that could cause loss of face is 

a motivating factor for her to avoid seeking treatment. In the next section, we will 

expound upon this idea even further. 

Exception. It is worth mentioning that one of the participants gave an exception 

to the rule. Sebastian explained that if there were a serious threat, the face saving aspect 

would be ignored in light of the seriousness of the situation. 

I think there was one instance in my community, the local issue. It was like, really 

life-threatening. And then the family doesn’t care like, you know… face… You 

really can’t have a face if you’re dead. So I think that… and the only exception I 

really saw to the whole stigma about seeking treatment is like if someone is or 

will die… just like it’s a big danger… It serves as a big danger for both the person 

itself and everybody surrounding that person.  

 While saving face as a whole can relate to your family’s honor and reflect upon 

the parents, there is an additional layer of shame that seems to be involved with any type 

of behavior that is not considered exemplary.  

Theme Three: The Model Minority Myth 

 The impact of the model minority myth varied for these students. Some felt that 

the positive stereotypes were enough to outweigh a few of the negative implications. In 

fact, most seemed to be ambivalent about some of the pressures that they felt socially 
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from this standard and reflected that pleasing their parents was a bigger source of stress. 

Nevertheless, all admit that they have been impacted by the model minority myth. 

Mixed reactions from others. Not all of the participants felt that there were 

negative implications from the model minority myth. In fact, some felt that despite some 

of the possible negative consequences, there were some benefits, such as receiving 

preferential treatment. Sebastian recalls such an incident: 

I heard some instances where like some of my Asian peers, they actually got into 

trouble and got sent to the principal’s office, and the principal is just like, “Oh, 

this must be a big misunderstanding. You can go back now.” 

 Susan admitted that while her teachers would often avoid outwardly stereotyping, 

often her peers would speak out about their expectations for her fulfill the image of a 

studious Asian American student. 

All of my peers do, but I don't think any of my teachers do. Well, they do—they 

just don't want to express it, you know, because you're not supposed to. But my 

peers actually do, and as soon as I was going to ask them for help, you know, with 

stuff, they're like, "Aren't you supposed to be Asian? Why aren't you like smart? 

Why aren't you doing homework on the bus? Like acing everything.”  

 And while some of the stereotyping is obvious, there are often times when it is 

much more subtle. Sharon initially was interested in technical theatre and art while in 

high school, but received couched praise from a teacher. “I remember this account where 

a teacher said that I was really smart. And it was in our art class, and she was like, ‘You 

knew what a rhombus was, the way rhombuses are also related to math.’” The idea that 

Sharon knew a lot about art because it was her passion was not the first thing that came to 

the teacher’s mind—instead, there had to be some sort of justification due to her race. 

 Sebastian admits that there are many positive attributes that come along with 

being considered a “model” minority. 
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There’s a lot of like expectations about Asian-Americans, like we always do 

great, we always do our work, we’re like… probably, not trouble… we are the 

less probable ones when it comes to like trouble making and stuff. And, I mean of 

course that comes with like the positive side that we are always held in high 

regard. 

 Brian echoed these sentiments as well. Assumptions made about him based on his 

physical appearance made him feel overlooked as an individual which follows the 

stereotypes that widely accepted in the United States about Asian Americans (Chou & 

Feagin, 2008). 

Brian: I mean I can’t draw on like really vivid, specific examples, but I do know 

certain situations where a friend would be like, “Hey, you’re probably really good 

at math. Come help me out.” Or teachers that'll automatically assign me to be sort 

of like the classroom keeper just because on the assumption of how I am. Or 

maybe assumptions like, “Oh yeah, you probably don’t party or go out.” Or, 

“You’re probably very innocent about these things because you don’t have that 

kind of exposure. Your parents are very strict.”  

Cory: How’s that make you feel? 

Brian: Sort of not myself. Not as an individual, but sort of like I’m being lobbed 

in a category based on my appearance.  

Sharon reiterates Sebastian’s thoughts in regards to how Asian Americans tend to 

stay out of trouble. 

I guess Asians usually don’t really get into trouble as much because they’re not 

like that outgoing type to end up doing something. So, if someone’s like, “Oh, I 

dare you to go break that car’s window,” an Asian probably won’t do it because 

they’re not like, out… they’re not willing to do something like that crazy and also 

get into trouble. 

In these instances, the participants seem ambivalent about the stereotypes that 

they face. Some seemed happy to embrace such stereotypes, and others just did not 

seemed to be bothered. 

 Pressure. While Sharon, Sebastian, and Susan seemed unbothered by the model 

minority myth, a few of the other participants felt that there was additional pressure upon 
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them due to these heightened expectations. Veronica even mentions a common joke that 

she hears that has underlying expectations for what a “good” Asian American can expect 

for a career path. 

Cory: So with the model minority myth, do you feel any pressure, personally, to 

fulfill these expectations that you have to be like well-behaved, and you have to 

be good at math and science, or…  

Veronica: All the time. 

Cory: Yeah? 

Veronica: For sure. There’s like a joke that, I don’t know if you’ve heard, where 

it’s like, you know, “Engineer, doctor or, professor? Pick one.” You know. And 

so, that’s very much like with all my friends. I’ve seen that, and somehow it just 

happens that their parents are all highly successful, so their kids are all highly 

successful. And that would be a lot like the doctor dad ends up having, you know, 

three doctor kids. And the engineer dad ends up having two engineer kids. And 

so, I definitely think that there is this pressure to fit into one of those three. And 

so a lot of the community also like tends to value those things as well. In terms of 

academic recognition, I definitely have always found it’s just fulfill the 

[stereotype]… you know, Asians are smart, and like Asians are good at math. I 

definitely feel pressured to fulfill that. 

 Not only are there pressures to fulfill the expectations of exceling at math and 

science, but also she continued by explaining that she felt unable to admit when she 

needed help.  As Inkelas (1998) explained, this type of assumption leads to Asian 

Americans being ignored and being called the “invisible minority.” 

Well, I think it kind of stems from model minority, where I feel like Asians are 

less willing to seek help for stress and anxiety. It’s like we’re not supposed to 

have these kinds of problems…You deal with problems on your own, and that 

makes you stronger. I don’t know if that might be just a cultural thing, but don’t 

go out and seek help. That’s kind of lame and really weak.  

This pressure to be well behaved and never have problems struck a chord with 

Sebastian, who recounted surprise and some of the reactions to the Virginia Tech 

shooting. 

I think the one that really rings to me was the school shooting, and then the 

shooter was Asian. And I can hear still kind of hear like the expectation, “Oh this 
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Asian, wasn’t, shouldn’t supposed to get in trouble?” It’s like… I mean, it sucks. 

It’s unfortunate that the shooter has to be Asian, but at the same time it doesn’t 

mean just because he’s Asian means like he’s immune to that kind of, whatever 

problem he was into like started this tragedy. 

 Rachel felt that the pressures of fulfilling the model minority myth were heavier 

on her parents. Nevertheless, she admits that by having her parents embrace these 

stereotypes, her life has been impacted as well. 

I think that doesn’t affect me. I think that I definitely did grow up with the 

stereotype, and I think my parents… I think it affects my parents a lot. And so, I 

think they kind of saw that as what everyone expected of like the Asian minority. 

And I think that also, not necessarily just from like being in America, I think 

that’s a cultural thing they brought back also. But that definitely affected them. 

And I think they wanted very much so for me to be all those stereotypes that you 

mentioned. Hardworking. They wanted me to be good at math and science. I 

mean, they’re obviously, significantly more proud. I mean, just like visibly more 

proud when I was like good in math and science. When I was good in arts, they 

were also like, “Oh, that’s great but what are you going to do with a theater 

degree?” So that was something I was really interested in when I was in high 

school was theater, and I think they definitely pushed me to consider other options 

as well. And so I think that mindset definitely did affect my parents, and because 

of that it affected me in terms of just what my parents expected of me—what was, 

what was the ideal route to take in life. And, and arguably I did end up taking that 

route in life. 

The additional pressure that these participants talk about can easily be attributed 

to many different factors. Whether it is directly caused by expectations of the model 

minority myth or a combination of cultural expectations, all the participants recognized 

that these stereotypes existed. 

Negative stereotypes. While not all of the participants said that they had 

encountered negative stereotypes, a few did. For Sebastian, the one of the negative 

aspects of the model minority myth includes stereotypes of Asian Americans being geeky 

and nerdy; however, his main concern was that this type of labelling pigeonholes people. 
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I feel like I noticed like that kind of phenomenon ever since, perhaps, high 

school… like we’re just excellent worker, we’re dependable, like that kind of 

stuff. But, at the same time, there’s also the negative, where we are, I guess, the 

nerdy, geeky. Which is just one aspect, which is like, depending on you as a 

opinion. But another negative aspect is that, we are kind of held to expectations 

that we have to behave this way. Now, I’m pretty sure, maybe, different 

minorities are like… maybe, even like any groups have expectations, but it seems 

like this model minority thing is a very, solid—I guess the stereotype is the only 

thing I can call it—this solid standard, that we’re really, I’m not gonna say 

“forced,” but like kind of like expected to abide by. 

This expectation that all Asian American students fitting the stereotype of being 

academically successful, particularly in math and science, creates additional pressure for 

these students (Lee et al., 2009, Wu, 2002).  For Rachel, interactions with negative 

stereotypes were limited. She attributes this to her privileged upbringing in both her high 

school and college experiences, but she realized that not everyone could let go of old 

stereotypes. 

I went to a private school here in [city]. It was a pretty elite private school. And 

then, coming from there to [university], that kind of those jokes never came up. 

Until you leave these bubbles, and then you’re like, “Oh wait, like people still 

makes these jokes. Oh, I thought we were over this.”  

 In Veronica’s case, she felt that the model minority myth placed expectations 

upon her to seem as if she does not ever need help. 

The more you can deal with problems on your own and come up with your own 

solutions, the better it is. So I think that also prevents people from seeking help. 

So I definitely think that there’s this stigma associated with the model minority 

that you’re not supposed to go out and ask for help if you need it. 

 

This type of expectation may encourage professors to ignore Asian American 

students, assuming that they do not assistance (Ng, Lee, & Pak, 2007) but is problematic 

since the students may not want to shatter the image of being a “model minority.” 
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Theme Four: Stigmas about Seeking Professional Help 

 Asian Americans who face stress and anxiety are often unable to seek help due to 

the stigmas associated with counseling. Both the pressure from their families and the 

assumptions made about them from the model minority myth contribute to their 

reluctance to seek help (Lee et al., 2009). In this section, we will explore various ways to 

help reduce the stigma and encourage Asian American students to seek help when 

necessary.  

Asian American counselors. Based on the study by Atkinson and Gim (1989), I 

wanted to explore whether or not these participants would feel any differently about 

seeking counseling if an Asian American counselor were available. Despite the results in 

Atkinson and Gim’s study, the participants I interviewed had mixed feelings about it. 

When I asked Susan if it would make a difference if they either have personal knowledge 

about Asian-American culture or they are Asian-American themselves, she quickly 

responded no and did not elaborate. After a pause, she continued, “I ... I'm just like 

freaking out about what my parents would say. I feel like, they're like, too traditional and 

too judgmental, sometimes.”  For Sebastian, a similar concern was raised, but he included 

the entire Asian American community. 

So, I think it’s just like, the whole like, trusting within the whole, trusting within 

the whole ethnicity thing. So, having an Asian therapist maybe will help. But at 

the same time, I guess the Asian therapist is also a close member of the Asian 

community. It may also have an adverse effect, because you know, you are also, 

you are publicizing the fact that you’re already going to a, say, a wellness center 

is already like, a risky move for your face saving thing. But you’re, you’re also 

detailing your problems to someone within the community. 
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 I posed the same question to Sharon, but she felt differently than Sebastian and 

admitted that by having the Asian commonality, she would feel more comfortable 

opening up. 

I feel like it’d encourage me more, because they’re just like, they’re Asian, I’m 

Asian, so I feel connected with them. You know, even if I didn’t know them well. 

Because like we still share some certain things… It definitely would. Yeah. 

 This statement from Sharon leads back to the research done by Leong, Kim, and 

Gupta (2011), who found that Asian Americans who were not paired with culturally 

appropriate therapists may stop treatment earlier than recommended.  This feeling of 

comfort and familiarity can play an important role. When speaking about having that 

cultural understanding, Rachel compared it to her situation with her current roommate. It 

was the first year that she lived with another Asian American student, and she was 

surprised at how that relationship was different from her past experiences. 

And it’s really interesting how every once in a while I’ll just have this breath of 

fresh air, like not having to explain a weird culture thing that people, for example, 

like nursing homes or something like that where—it’s just weird. It’s like a weird 

breath of fresh air that I didn’t realize that I needed. 

 As my conversation with Rachel continued, she became introspective about the 

different services on campus. She admitted that she did not take advantage of the services 

on campus when she was struggling with making decisions for her career based on her 

parental urging and her own indecision. 

Rachel: I think in terms of going to the wellness center or [career office], I don’t 

know if they would have been able to help me with that because it was really 

more of like cultural, societal, coming-to-terms-with-myself type of thing. 

Cory: Do you feel like if someone worked in one of those offices that was Asian 

American, would you be more inclined to go then? 

Rachel: Maybe. 
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Cory: Like if you knew someone had a similar cultural upbringing. 

Rachel: Maybe, for sure. Because then I do feel like, I do feel that Asian-

American people are, have a unique perspective of the world. And it is hard to 

verbalize a lot of those things, and so when I was saying with the breath of fresh 

air of talking to my roommate, it was much easier to talk to her about it. And I 

didn’t have to explain a lot of things. Like when I was saying, “I could never. My 

parents would kill me.” And she’d be like, “Yeah, they probably would.” And so 

it is easier to talk to people with the same value sets when you’re trying to make 

decisions. And so I think that definitely if there were an Asian American in the 

wellness center or [career office], I think I would be at least curious. 

Acculturation impact. When discussing the stigma surrounding counseling and 

seeking help, acculturation came up as a factor for many of the participants, which is 

supported by research done by Leong, Kim, and Gupta (2011). Especially if they had 

younger siblings who were “more American,” the respondents felt that their relationship 

towards counseling may be different than their own.  

Cory: If you and your sister were in the exact same situation, do you think she’d 

be more likely to go because she’s more Americanized or no?  

Sebastian: Yeah, yeah. I think maybe more likely than me. But I feel there’s still 

this whole self-esteem issue, like especially like if you still follow that, the Asian 

standard, that would really, that would really like impede us from like, really 

reaching out for help if we need it. 

Cory: Okay. Do you feel like it [the perspective on seeking counseling] changes 

from generation to generation? The longer one is in the U.S., you know what I 

mean? Like if you are not the first generation immigrant family, if you’re a 

second generation or third generation, do you think that makes a difference? 

Sebastian: I feel that’d make a difference because they’re raised in an 

environment where like seeking out help is all perfectly okay 

For some of the Asian American community, there is a sense that counseling is 

more of a “Western problem,” and therefore they shy away from seeking help. Brian 

explains such attitudes from his community: 
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I’ve had friends that have seen psychologists, and their families try to keep it 

hush-hush because just don’t because it’ll spread in the community, and everyone 

will be like, “Wow, there’s something wrong with that child.” Or they try to 

pretend that those things don’t really exist, and it is like a Western problem. I feel 

like there’s still some type of—because for example, sometimes things occur with 

people that I know, like friends or family that are Asian. And then I’ll say, why 

don’t you go see a psychologist. I know at the workplace there’s one available to 

you for you to go see. And they’re just like, “No, it’s not for me. Maybe for the 

Americans, but it doesn’t work for me.” 

Part of the acculturation process includes even the recognition of resources such 

as counseling or health services. Sharon mentions that she is not sure how many Asian 

American families are even aware of what these offices can do. When asked what she 

thought would happen if she told her family that she was feeling stressed and 

overwhelmed, she responded: 

Sharon: Well, if I told them that, they would just be like, “Just keep pushing on.” 

They wouldn’t exactly tell me to go seek treatment, because I feel like a lot of 

Asian American families don’t even know those resources for stress. They know 

about depression and stuff like that. But stress and stuff, they’re like, “Oh, you 

know, when you go through a stressful week at work…” or like, “When we had 

you when you were young and all of that, and we…” They didn’t seek any help 

and stuff like that. So I think the stigma is they just don’t want to seek help. They 

don’t. They want to try to do everything on their own. And like they don’t find it 

a big deal like when you are stressed or something like that. They don’t think 

that’s a big issue. And also saving face. And, but like if I’m like stressed or stuff 

like that, my mom would be like, “Oh, just call me, see how we can talk or 

whatever.” Or she’ll just be like, “Just keep working. I know you can do it.” or 

stuff like that. She won’t say, “Oh, go to, seek a counsellor. Go talk to your RAs.”  

 

Cory: So, what I’m hearing you say is that, keep it more internal either within 

your family, or just keep it to yourself. 

Sharon: Yeah. 

 Rachel’s perspective on counseling warred with her own level of acculturation. 

She admits that her “American” side will tell her that it is perfectly acceptable to get help, 

but that her “Asian” side still worries about saving face. The level of acculturation seems 
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to have a correlation to how strong the stigma is about seeking help for mental health 

issues (Atkinson & Gim, 1989; Leong, Kim, & Gupta, 2011). 

In terms of stigma towards going to the wellness center, my American side, quote 

unquote, definitely is like, “You should go to the wellness center if you need it.” 

And, “If you think that you need it, there’s nothing wrong with going.” There is 

definitely a little part of me with that saving face side that’s like, “I don’t know if 

I would want to tell my parents that I’ve like let them down, and I’m so stressed 

out and I have to go to the wellness center.” 

 In these findings, it appears that the level of acculturation has an impact on the 

perception of seeking help from professional staff.  

Confidentiality. For two of the participants, the question of confidentiality was a 

concern. Because saving face is such an important part of Asian American culture 

(Braxton, 1999; Wong & Tsai, 2007), confidentiality was very important to these two 

students. As mentioned earlier, Sebastian had concerns that having an Asian American 

counselor may be problematic because then the whole community would find out. After I 

assured him that there were laws in place to protect people from a breach of 

confidentiality, he seemed to be surprised that his parents would not find out if he had 

visited a counselor.  

I feel like the generation, like the current generation, like my generation of Asian 

students at least, people who growing up in America probably wouldn’t mind that 

much especially, if there’s like a whole like confidentiality that guarantees where 

their parents wouldn’t know about it. But I can’t really say for sure about like 

Asian students who recently came, migrated from China… 

 Similarly Sharon also is hesitant about seeking help due to a fear that her parents 

will learn about her visit. I asked her if she has ever talked to anyone besides her family 

and friends about her stress, but she admitted that she had not even though she was aware 

of the many resources on campus. 
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I haven’t talked to anyone… that purposely does that in particular but I know it 

exists. I’m sometimes like, “Oh, maybe I should go see the counselor, but it hasn’t 

become a really big issue like that... And then, I don’t know, what’s going to 

happen if like, they realize that something’s actually really wrong and tell my 

parents. I don’t want that to become an issue, like them telling my parents 

anything. It’s like, something I don’t want them to bother about. 

 Based on these two conversations, I went to each of the school’s counseling 

webpages and discovered that their confidentiality policy is clearly stated, but not 

necessarily on the front page, nor was it as easily accessible as it could be. According to 

their websites, the counseling office is introduced at orientation for both campuses as 

well. 

 Brian discussed his one visit to a psychologist. For him, the factor that really 

helped was the removal of the stigma from seeing his peers accept it.  

Brian: I’ve seen a psychologist once, just to go. I wanted to try it. And I think it 

took me a long time to go. Because in high school and middle school I thought 

about it, but I don’t think I had the courage to go because there was stigma against 

it. But I think the stigma also exists in other cultures. It’s very pervasive. Just in 

society in general. 

Cory: So what convinced you to go? What got you brave enough to go? Was it, 

“I’m just tired of this,” or friends or finding a way so no one would find out or? 

Brian: I think growing up, I’d seen enough friends or talked to enough friends 

that I could see that they’ve gone and it’s just a normal thing for them. So I saw it 

as normal, but also my thing is, I want to try everything in life. Go hard or go 

home. So just do it. 

Labels. In conversation with some of the participants, the topic of labeling 

treatment as “counseling” was brought up. In that discussion, I wanted to see if the 

participants felt that changing the name of an office or the services might encourage them 

to seek counseling more actively. For Veronica, who had been to the on-campus 



67 
 

 

counseling office, the recent name change of the counseling office helped her feel more 

comfortable in approaching them for help. 

Cory: Do you think that the name, like having a counselling office and having a 

well-being office, do you think having those two different names and titles 

influences your decision… influenced your decision? If it’s only called 

counselling, would you have been as likely to go there to seek help? 

Veronica: Yeah [it influenced my decision], because when I think counselling, I 

think you’re like, you’re a mentally distressed person, with some sort of disease 

and you need help versus well-being, it’s like you don’t really know what it is or 

what they help with so you’re more curious about it. 

Cory: Okay. So the vagueness of it was helpful for you? 

Veronica: Yeah. I think so. It made me less scared. It’s like, “I’m not a mentally 

disturbed individual. I promise!”  

 However, Sebastian felt that the name change would not impact his decision to 

seek professional counseling. He reiterated that the Asian American mentality of not 

sharing your problems with others was a strong enough deterrent, regardless of the title of 

the office. 

Cory: So, there’s been talk about how changing the names might help de-

stigmatize things. So not calling it counselling, not calling it therapy. Calling it 

like group meetings or whatever. Do you think that would help or no? 

Sebastian: See, I don’t think that would really help. Because it still doesn’t 

change the whole underlying problem—you’re publicizing your problem. You’re 

still like putting your problem out in the public if you’re recognizing that… By 

doing something like that, you are almost admitting that you have no restraint to 

control yourself. 

 Based on these conversations, it is not clear how much changing the names of 

these services would help encourage attendance by Asian American students; however, 

the only student who felt that a relabeling would be unhelpful was Sebastian. It would be 



68 
 

 

worthwhile to explore this option to see if it would help reduce the stigma for at least 

some of the students.  

  



 
 

 

Chapter 5: Discussion and Analysis 

 The stories told by the six participants give insight into the complicated 

experiences that they face in higher education. Traversing through cultural expectations 

while balancing their own beliefs is just a portion of what these students must contend 

with during their lives. Their narratives help us understand their decision making 

processes as they manage their stress and anxiety. By looking at how all four of these 

themes interact, we can see how they influence the Asian American student experience in 

higher education. 

 

Figure 1. Intersection of themes. 

The ways that these four themes interact with each other create a complicated web 

that constructs how Asian American students experience their time in college. Due to 
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these unique challenges, two main areas for discussion arise as they interact with the 

themes discovered from the interviews: internalized pressures and targeted support from 

the university.  

 

Figure 2. The themes connected to internalized pressures and the need for targeted 

support. 

Internalized Pressures 

 All students face an enormous amount of pressure when entering college; 

however, the Asian American experience is distinctive in that these students must 

contend with cultural influences that may not be present for their peers. Specifically, the 

four themes discussed in Chapter 4 create an additional, enormous amount of pressure for 

the students to succeed. 



71 

 

 

Family influences. Each individual interviewed talked at length about the family 

pressures that she or he felt. The expectation to provide for their families and to excel 

was a common theme throughout our conversations. Sharon spoke at length about the 

pressure she feels from her family financially. Since her father is getting older, she feels 

the pressure to provide for her family as soon as possible so that he can retire, but she 

struggles with this since she plans to go do medical school. In delaying her entrance into 

the workforce by committing to more years of school, she is concerned about how she 

can help financially—especially since her family has made it clear that she needs to pay 

for her sister’s college education as well.  

This type of future planning for the family’s finances is not uncommon. The 

expectation for the children to provide for the family often plays a large role in deciding 

on a major for Asian American students (Fouad et al., 2007). This causes the children to 

internalize the additional pressure to not only choose a particular major, but also to do 

well in order to help the family financially. 

 In a similar story, Rachel found herself at a crossroads as she is about to graduate. 

She gave up on her original dream of doing technical theatre and has accepted a position 

in oil and gas. Her internal struggle to choose a stable career over something that she 

enjoys (currently the idea of being a barista is intriguing to her) was illustrated when she 

said,  

“Will oil and gas make me happy?” And inevitable really what ends up happening 

is the Asian side pulls you back and is like, “Alright, let’s be real.” And like, 

“Come on, what are we going to do? You can’t just give up everything that 

you’ve done and run off to be, to make minimum wage for the rest of your life.’’  

This supports the research done by Dundes, Cho, and Kwak (2009), who explore the 

struggles of Asian American students who decide to find a financially stable career at the 
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encouragement of their parents. Rachel concludes that her decision to go into oil and gas 

was because, “The right thing to do was to use the degree that your parents paid for and 

make a lot of money.” 

 In their study, Aldwin and Greenberger (1987) found that depression and stress 

among their Asian American subjects came mostly from the perception of parental values 

as opposed to academic stress itself. Many of the conversations I had supported these 

results. Brian is an example of someone who wished to pursue another path but chose a 

“safe” career, and the responsibility of taking care of his family made him change into a 

more lucrative career. He admitted that he has a “hint of regret,” but has accepted that 

this is a part of his life. He continued that while he is younger than his sister, he feels the 

burden to provide for the family because he is the son and assumes the responsibility—

and the additional pressure. 

 This idea of repaying family members for their sacrifices was a theme that ran 

throughout all of the interviews. When talking to Brian, we talked about the differences 

between mainstream American culture and his own thoughts about taking care of parents.  

The idea of putting my parents in a home is just like really upsetting to me. With 

either parents, my mom or my dad, that’s just a very foreign concept. I can’t 

imagine how I’d just be okay with just putting them there because I feel like 

they’ve spent so much time and energy raising me that it’s really disrespectful.  

This statement came right after he talked about how he regrets not being able to go into 

the arts because he parents expected him to find a stable career. Brian’s obligation to 

provide for his parents when they are older stems from the acknowledgement of the 

parental sacrifices (Dundes, Cho, & Kwak, 2009; Fouad et al., 2007; Lee, S., 1996; Wu, 

2002). Sharon echoed Brian’s thoughts when recounting her conversation with her 

mother, which confirmed that a retirement home was not an option for them. 



73 

 

 

 When speaking of choosing careers and majors, Veronica’s particular 

conversation with her parents about potentially choosing a career in psychology comes to 

mind. Their immediate dismissal of psychology but possible acceptance of psychiatry is 

an interesting look at how the prestige and security of the job played a role in the 

perception of her parents. While many may argue that becoming a psychologist would be 

very similar to becoming a psychiatrist, the response from Veronica’s mother (who is an 

MD) supports Sue and Okazaki’s (1990) research that Asian American students have 

parental pressure to choose “safe” careers such as becoming a doctor, engineer, or 

accountant. 

Saving face. Another way that Asian American students internalize pressure is 

through the expectation of saving face—both for themselves and for their families. 

Excelling in academics is an important part of saving face in Asian American society 

(Braxton, 1999). Sharon shared that just knowing that her parents talk to other Asian 

American parents and compare stories is enough to make her work hard. She explained 

that it is important for her to have only good things for her mother to say about her to the 

other parents, and that motivating factor encourages her to excel in school. Furthermore, 

because of the strained relationship between Sharon’s mother and her grandfather, she 

feels additional pressure to succeed. For her, saving face is multifaceted. Not only does 

she want to do well so that her mother is proud of her, but also she wants to prove to her 

grandfather that she can be just as successful as her male cousins.  

 A similar sentiment was shared by Susan, who often overheard her mother 

bragging about her to other family members. While in the interview, she did not express 

an outward regret of planning to become a doctor, but she did bring it up twice in passing 
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in our conversation. The first time was in an exasperated tone and with rolled eyes as she 

said, “‘Mom, what if I don't want to be a doctor anymore?’ Geez.” In another instance 

during the conversation, she “jokingly” says to her father, “‘You know, I don't want to be 

a doctor anymore...’ he's like, ‘What?!’ I was like, ‘Just kidding! Please don't freak out.’” 

In both cases, she never says directly that she does not want to be a doctor, nevertheless, 

the pressure stemming from her proud parents puts her in a tough situation where she 

may feel that becoming a doctor is her only option (Sue & Okazaki, 1990). 

 Stories such as these illustrate how pervasive the need to save face is and how it 

leads to the additional pressures that the students then internalize. Susan’s immediate 

reaction to reassure her parents that she was only joking about not becoming a doctor 

only highlights the amount of stress that she felt about her lack of options and the need to 

save face for the family.  

“Model minority” myth. The emphasis on seeming perfect and problem-free is 

closely associated with the “model minority” myth (Wu, 2002). By creating an 

expectation that all Asian Americans are well-behaved and stay out of trouble, it creates a 

crippling effect of too much pressure (Cheryan & Bodenhausen, 2000). As Veronica 

pointed out, Asian Americans are not supposed to have problems, but if you do, then you 

should deal with it on your own. If you get help, it is seen as a weakness. A result of the 

model minority myth is that you are not supposed to ask for help, and students end up 

internalizing additional pressure in order to avoid shattering this image. 

 Another aspect of silencing any conversation about seeking help could be the 

attempts on behalf of the students to keep their parents from worrying too much. 

Veronica admits that she did not tell her parents about going to the well-being office 
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because she wants to project an image of doing really well and does not want to burden 

them since they have problems of their own. By keeping her parents from knowing about 

her concerns, she does not have an outlet to discuss her stress. 

Similarly, Rachel said that she feels that asking for help when she is stressed 

would be letting her parents down. The feeling of owing their parents high success and 

achievement in academics and their career as a show of gratitude for their sacrifices is a 

common feeling (Dundes, Cho, & Kwak, 2009; Fouad et al., 2007; Lee, S., 1996; Wu, 

2002). These students want their parents to be reassured that their sacrifices were not in 

vain and strive to make them proud; however, this adds additional pressure upon the 

students, who have no outlet for discussing their concerns.  

By perpetuating stereotypes and expectations from the model minority myth, 

Asian American students are creating an even more intricate web of pressure to succeed. 

This builds upon previous successes and creates even higher expectations. By 

internalizing this pressure, they are generating an unending cycle of internalized pressure 

as they struggle to maintain this image while balancing their lives. 

Stigma of seeking help. All of the themes are related to each other, but the most 

concerning component is the unwillingness to seek help due to the stigma associated with 

counseling. With all of the internalized pressures that have already been discussed, the 

avoidance of seeking help plays a critical role in creating a pressured environment for the 

students.  

The stigma associated with help-seeking stems from both the pressures from their 

families and the expectations set forth by the model minority myth (Lee et al., 2009). 

Both Sharon and Sebastian spoke about the fear of shattering the illusion of being a 
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perfect Asian American student and the loss of face. They felt that the loss of face that 

would happen by admitting that they need help outweighs the benefits of gaining the 

support that they need from a professional. Because seeking counseling has such a 

negative connotation in the Asian American community, it is inextricably connected to 

the idea of losing face in light of the model minority myth and letting down their parents. 

 For the few who considered seeking help or who actually went to see a counselor, 

the main concern was to hide this information from others. The fear of shaming their 

family resonated deeply. When Brian went to see a counselor, he was encouraged by his 

mother to not let the relatives know.  The need to be seen as successful permeates the 

culture, and this additional pressure can impact the mental health of these Asian 

American students (Lee et al., 2009). 

 Beyond just the family, there is a concern with the community at large. Two 

separate students conveyed concern about gossip within the community. Since mental 

illness is considered shameful in Asian American culture, the stigma associated with 

admitting that you need help is unavoidable (Cohen, 2007), and it leads to students 

avoiding help. By not seeking help, these students find that they must internalize their 

stress even more.  

Targeted Support 

 As practitioners work with Asian American students, targeted support systems 

may need to be created in order to provide the appropriate services for this highly 

stressed group. Resources that are specifically geared towards Asian American students 

and family members may provide the bridge necessary to connect this population. There 
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are a few approaches that can be taken in light of the four themes that arose from the 

interviews. 

 Family influences. The influence of the family plays a large role in an Asian 

American student’s life (Peng & Wright, 1994). Unfortunately, due to Asian American 

culture, parents may not have an understanding of the importance of seeking help for 

stress. A recent article published by National Public Radio explains that some languages 

do not have the proper vocabulary for depression or anxiety (Singh, 2015). In situations 

like this, Singh (2015) recommends using metaphors to talk about treatment and quotes 

Dr. Devon Hinton, a psychiatrist, “When a patient suffers from depression and tells 

Hinton, ‘The water in my heart has fallen,’ Hinton may suggest an antidepressant that 

will ‘increase the water in the heart, so it will be like the rice fields after a storm’” (para. 

10).  

 Since family is so important to the Asian American decision-making process, a 

concerted effort should be made to bring parents into the discussion of stress and stress 

management. Sharon does not think that most Asian American families even know about 

resources to help with stress and anxiety, and that it is expected that when problems arise 

to either keep them within your family or to keep them to yourself. From a university’s 

perspective, one option would be to include a large session about on-campus resources 

during orientation. Some concerns with this approach would be language and cultural 

barriers, though these may be mitigated if culturally specific counselors could be 

provided in order to have an open discussion about common stressors and pressures that 

students often feel.  
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 Unfortunately, there is a circular problem that arises with this recommendation. 

Since psychology and counseling are not as encouraged by parents as a possible career 

path as others, there is a lack of readily available Asian American counselors. The need 

for this particular subgroup seems to be evident, but with no clear way to gain more 

traction in this area of studies, therein lies a major issue. Until more Asian American 

counselors are available, another solution would be to provide written or online resources 

that are translated for families. It is important to note that a direct translation is not what 

would be most effective—instead, a culturally sensitive translation of not just language 

but also contextually providing information about resources would be most helpful, as 

Singh has suggested (2015). 

 Saving face. Even if resources are available on campus and communicated to 

parents, the next battle would be to address the concern with saving face. This type of 

internalized pressure to be successful is not just for the outside world. Problems are 

internalized even for the parents. Sharon explained that she would not consider going to a 

counselor on campus if she were stressed because she would be afraid that they would 

tell her parents. This was a similar concern mentioned by Sebastian. While schools 

provide information on confidentiality, targeted information for Asian American students 

may be helpful in lessening the fear of discovery. 

 Many campuses have student groups and organizations that are geared 

specifically towards Asian American students. By targeting campaigns to explain the 

confidentiality practices and resources available in counseling and wellness centers 

across campus to these groups, schools may see more results in help-seeking behavior. 

Having a member of the counseling center go to a club meeting and chat informally for a 
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few minutes about the services available and the confidentiality policy may do a lot to 

dispel concerns. 

Again, having targeted help is only effective if it is within the confines of Asian 

American culture. Since saving face is such an important factor, it would be beneficial to 

have practitioners who understand the stigmas associated with loss of face as a facilitator.  

While it may be unreasonable to expect each campus to have an Asian American student 

taskforce, it may be a much more attainable goal to recruit student leaders (either in a 

diversity/multicultural leadership role, resident assistant position, or health advocate 

leader) who are specifically trained in areas of concern for Asian American students, with 

heavy emphasis on how the loss of face impacts decision making. By implementing peers 

as a less threatening way to disseminate information to Asian American students on 

campus, we can maximize effectiveness while not creating undue stress on campuses to 

create specialized offices.  

 Model minority myth. This theme focuses less on the student, but rather more 

on the institutional culture. Since the model minority myth is so pervasive, it is important 

to start combatting this seemingly positive stereotype with the faculty. With the increased 

training for faculty in areas of Title IX and the Clery Act, more emphasis needs to be put 

on harmful stereotypes that faculty members may not even realize are doing damage. 

Targeting faculty members so that they understand the ramifications of always calling on 

Asian American students in math and science classes would be a helpful first step in 

starting the conversation on appropriate interactions. 

Another group that should have targeted trainings are staff and student staff 

members who have high levels of interactions with Asian American students, such as 
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employees in student affairs and residence life. These key staff members often undergo 

extensive training on multicultural and diversity issues; however, the specific needs of 

Asian American students are rarely explored. By delving into the stereotypes of the 

model minority myth and its implications, these staff members will be better equipped to 

provide resources and guidance for Asian American students outside of the classroom. 

The difficulty with providing targeted resources on the model minority myth is 

that many do not understand its negative implications (Wu, 2002). By seeing this as a 

positive stereotype, it may be surprising for faculty, staff, and student leaders to 

understand how such expectations can create additional pressure and stress. By focusing 

on concrete examples of how Asian American students may respond to this additional 

pressure will help put in context the importance of targeting help to this group. 

While having trainings available for non-Asian American counselors, faculty, and 

staff will be helpful, actually having Asian Americans in these roles may be the most 

effective solution. Both Sharon and Rachel admitted that having an Asian American 

counselor would help ease their concerns about seeking counseling. They felt that having 

someone who could understand their culture would help put them at ease. Rachel 

confessed that when she roomed with another Asian American, it was “like a breath of 

fresh air” because she did not have to explain all the unique factors that create the Asian 

American experience and the pressures of the model minority myth. She was able to have 

frank conversations about parental expectations and know that her roommate would 

understand. While Leong, Kim, and Gupta (2011) claim that having culturally 

appropriate counselors may be helpful in encouraging Asian American students to seek 
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help, it is only one factor to consider and that the level of acculturation and loss of face 

still play an important role. 

Stigma of seeking help. Along the same lines of the previously mentioned 

targeted communications, to lessen the stigma around seeking help, schools must focus 

on communication with the Asian American students and their families. While lessening 

the stigma around seeking help will be a very difficult task, it is something that will have 

a ripple effect on many other issues discussed. For example, by lessening the stigma of 

seeking help, the loss of face would not be as problematic. Unfortunately, these cultural 

norms are not easily changed. 

As discussed earlier, targeted information to the Asian American community 

about the importance of seeking help is necessary due to the unique values held by this 

culture. Of all the four themes discussed, this will be the hardest to remedy due to the 

deeply rooted concerns with the stigma and how it will cause the loss of face within the 

community. As Brian explained, Asian Americans may acknowledge that therapy exists, 

but it is for (White) Americans, not for them. 

Since changing such a foundational cultural norm is not a very practical idea, 

another approach could be to rebrand the way counseling happens on campuses. A study 

done by Tracey, Leong, and Glidden (1986) found that Asian American students were 

more likely to seek out help for educational or vocational concerns as opposed to 

personal or emotional problems than their White counterparts. This is supported by the 

interviews that I conducted. In my conversation with Veronica about her visit to the 

counseling office, she admitted that she was less scared to visit them because of the 

generalized name of the overall office. Because it was under the umbrella of “well-



82 

 

 

being,” it alleviated some of her fears that she would be labeled as “mentally disturbed.” 

She went to talk to a counselor about an ongoing conflict she was having with her 

roommate and felt that had the office been specifically labeled as “counseling” or 

“therapy,” it would be associated with some sort of a disease.  

 On the other hand, Sebastian disagreed that the name change would be helpful 

overall because the underlying problem is that the model minority myth and Asian 

American culture discouraged admitting of any problems—especially to the outside 

world. Nevertheless, after admitting that he felt that the more acculturated the Asian 

American students were, the more likely that they would feel comfortable seeking help. 

This is supported by the research done by Leong, Kim, and Gupta (2011) and Tracey, 

Leong, & Glidden (1986), both of which found that the level of acculturation was 

correlated with the stigmas their participants had regarding mental health and losing face.  

Conclusion 

 The two main points discussed in this chapter highlight culture specific barriers 

that prevent Asian American students from seeking counseling, even when needed. The 

narratives of these six students give insight into some of the complicated reasons behind 

decision making for their majors and how they manage their stress and anxiety. 

Understanding the obstacles that these students face will help prepare campuses to better 

support this large population. Considering the high levels of depression caused by college 

and career choices (Dundes, Cho, & Kwak, 2009), it is imperative that more strides be 

taken to provide resources that are appropriate for Asian American students. 

The combination of family expectations and the need to save face is concerning 

because of its impact upon the likelihood of Asian American students seeking help for 
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stress and anxiety. Students who need to seek counseling may not feel comfortable doing 

so due to the cultural and societal implication of their Asian American heritage. Even for 

students who do seek counseling, there is such a level of shame involved that they are 

encouraged to hide this information from everyone to ensure that the family saves face. 

In this chapter, I discussed each of these two points in terms of how they pertain 

to the avoidance of seeking treatment when necessary. Sharon’s parents encouraged her 

to just ignore stress because they had to deal with stress on their own as well. They 

encouraged her to call them if she had problems, but mostly they brushed off her 

concerns and told her to “just keep working.” This type of internalizing stress is also 

reiterated by Sebastian, who feels that in Asian American culture, you are encouraged to 

just keep any problems that you have to yourself. 

  



 

 

 

Chapter 6: Conclusion 

 Research on Asian American students is still severely lacking. Since this 

population comprises such a large portion of higher education students and because of the 

alarmingly high rates of depression among them, it is important for practitioners and 

institutions to find ways to provide culturally appropriate services. Due to the 

complicated nature of balancing the needs of students while still respecting their cultural 

differences, it may be prudent to create a taskforce such as Cornell did to initiate the 

changes. 

 This study sought to understand some of the stressors in the lives of Asian 

American students. Specifically, it explored the impact of parental influence and the 

model minority myth. These interviews are only a small insight into a larger issue, and 

many more studies must be conducted for us to learn more about how to better serve this 

population. 

Return to the Research Questions 

 Three questions drove the research and formed the framework for the interviews. 

These three questions were: 

Question 1: How can university faculty and staff members encourage help seeking 

behaviors that will help serve this population better in light of their unique 

cultural background? 

Based on the interviews, the first recommendation would be to encourage the 

advertisement of the confidentiality policy of each institution’s counseling services 

office. Two out of the six participants were not aware of the privacy policy that 

counselors have, and one-third is an alarming percentage.  While this information is 
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available online on the webpages of each institution’s counseling services, if students are 

not even willing to visit the site due to fear of stigma, they will not be able to learn about 

this policy.  By having this conversation in a number of ways (during orientation, through 

social media, from their RAs, etc.), more students will be aware that their visits will not 

be detailed to their parents, peers, or professors which will hopefully encourage more 

visits. 

After an aggressive campaign to teach the campus about the confidentiality 

policy, the next recommendation would be to hire culturally appropriate counselors and 

consider using creative means to connect with Asian American students outside of the 

confines of their offices in order to destigmatize their work.  While it may not be feasible 

to hire Asian American counselors on each campus, by having the currently existing 

counselors trained in appropriate language and cultural context may help ease Asian 

American students into counseling sessions.   

Finally, institutions should explore non-traditional ways to connect counselors 

with students outside of the office to destigmatize their work.  This can be in casual 

coffee house sessions, through social media campaigns, or by introducing themselves in 

less formal settings.  For example, if a counselor wanted to visit a student club for five 

minutes just to introduce themselves and share some of the services available, this may 

help demystify and destigmatize the whole process--especially if these were targeted 

meetings such as an Asian American student engineering club.  By approaching students 

in locations outside of the office, it may help Asian American students realize that these 

counselors are individuals who are not intimidating, but rather a useful service available 

to them.   
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Question 2: How do these students manage their stress and anxiety in school? 

Unfortunately, it does not appear that the students have any formal ways of managing 

their stress and anxiety in school. A few of the students were able to talk to their parents 

or peers, but due to the high level of shame involved in confessing struggles, this did not 

appear to be a common or useful outlet. 

 As discussed in Question 1, there are ways to encourage these students to find 

helpful methods of dealing with their stress and anxiety.  Since the participants 

interviewed did not seem very aware of the resources available, finding unconventional 

ways to explain the services may be the most effective approach.  One campus that I 

visited used Student Health 101 flyers in the restrooms across campus in order to have 

passive programming introduce such concepts to the students.  Similar ideas could be 

implemented on campus to help the entire community learn good coping mechanisms for 

their stress and anxiety, as well as remind them about resources on campus. 

Question 3: How can resources for stress and anxiety management be improved based 

on their needs? 

Based on the information gathered in these six interviews, we can implement the changes 

suggested in my response to Question 1; however, since parents tend to be a huge source 

of stress and anxiety for these students, outreach programs geared towards them would be 

a useful tool. These programs could be done during parent orientation, through online 

newsletters, or through a parent portal on the school’s webpage.  

 For schools with a substantial Asian American student community, it may be 

helpful to have parts of the parent information translated into Mandarin or Korean.  It is 

important to note that a basic translation may not be as helpful as having someone 
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translate the concepts appropriately.  By using culturally appropriate language, the impact 

will be higher so that the parents understand the underlying concerns that campuses have 

for student wellness.  

Limitations 

 Due to the small samples of this study, I was only able to gain a snapshot view of 

the lives of six students in one region of the United States. Because of the size, I had to 

make a decision to only meet with students from certain areas of Asia in order to ensure 

the data set was coming from a somewhat similar background. I used Ogbu and Simon’s 

(1998) definitions of voluntary and involuntary minorities to help guide my sample group 

and only selected Asian American students who would be considered “voluntary 

minorities” in the United States. Specifically, the students came from countries such as 

China and Korea. A future study might need to compare the differences between other 

Asian American subsets to see if there are any differences based on their voluntary or 

involuntary historic backgrounds. 

 Since this study was performed on two separate college campuses, it is important 

to note that while no major differences in responses were found, a larger study may have 

seen trends unavailable here.  Four of the participants came from a small, private school, 

while the other two studied at a large, public school nearby.  Because of the differences 

between the two schools, a deeper look into the impact of class and socioeconomic status 

may result in different anecdotal stories.  

     Related to this limitation is the framework I used to analyze my findings draws on 

the prevalence of Confucian philosophy as a source of influence. Based on the Confucian 

expectation of filial responsibility and the importance of family, much of the research 
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focused on the family as the cornerstone of decision making. Consequently, using other 

frameworks or influencing factors might result in different knowledge and 

understandings of the Asian American students’ career-related academic choices. 

Implications for Practice 

 The information collected in this study shed light on the complicated nature of 

being an Asian American student. With all of the pressures from the family, cultural 

norms must be taken into consideration, as these students are advised. As seen in this 

study, the importance of saving face plays a significant role in the lives of Asian 

American students and their families, so by being sensitive to their needs and concerns, 

campuses can help destigmatize the process of receiving help.  One major way to do this 

would be to reconsider how we name certain offices to describe their functions or to 

rethink how we provide appropriate services. Even small changes in the names of offices 

may help destigmatize how students approach counseling. For example, Veronica found 

the term “well-being” more approachable than counseling.  By taking into consideration 

how much impact terminology can have on a student’s willingness to seek help, 

institutions may find that they are opening up their doors to students who may have 

otherwise been very reluctant to explore these resources. One of the campuses that was 

included in this study has a location for their counseling services near the gym and is 

packaged under an umbrella of overall well-being. This type of generalization may help 

students understand that the office is focused on wellness, not just mental illness. 

 Rethinking the branding of services on campuses should tie into rethinking 

counselors themselves.  The addition of Asian American counselors on campuses may 

provide an avenue for students to feel more comfortable when seeking help. Having 
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support staff with a common background would help put the students at ease and may set 

the foundation for an open conversation about the unique struggles that they face.  

 It may not be feasible for campuses to hire Asian American counselors 

specifically, but there can be cultural training provided to the staff currently on hand.  By 

having counselors well trained on the unique needs of the Asian American student 

population, the staff will be better prepared to provide the appropriate help when called 

upon.  It is important to remember, however, that the Asian American population is very 

diverse, so sweeping generalizations should be avoided by counselors. While this study 

focused specifically on Far East Asian students (specifically from China and Korea), 

Asian American students who are Hmong, Filipino, etc. have very different cultural 

backgrounds and should not be grouped together with other Asian groups. 

 Regardless of whether a campus chooses to hire Asian American counselors or 

train their current counselors in culturally specific information, institutions should plan to 

utilize their counselors in inventive ways to break down the barriers between students and 

their staff.  For example, an Asian American counselor could visit various student groups 

on campus to talk about what services they provide and how their sessions would stay 

confidential. If the counselor speaks the native language of the group (for example, a 

Chinese counselor visits the Chinese Student Association), speaking frankly in the native 

language may help break down barriers even faster. 

Another way that counseling staff can destigmatize their services is by 

communicating in more innovative ways to become more visible in an unofficial 

capacity. Especially with the rise of social media, students often spend so much time on 

their computers and mobile devices that campuses must seek to connect with students in 
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this manner.  A marketing campaign online with memes can help students absorb the 

information in a non-obtrusive manner, which also will slowly destigmatize the services 

provided.  Even just knowing the basics of what counseling services do and what they 

can be used for can be helpful. Many of the students have such strong stigmas against 

seeking counseling because there seems to be an impression that it is only for dire 

situations or in cases of severe mental illness. Explaining to students that these services 

can be helpful for a myriad of other things, such as stress, anxiety, roommate issues, 

acculturation help, etc. would help demystify what these offices do.  

 A major surprise that was revealed in this study was that two of the students 

seemed unaware that meetings with counselors would be confidential (within reason.) 

While the two webpages for these schools’ counseling services explain their 

confidentiality policies, I believe a more aggressive and robust marketing of this 

information would be greatly helpful to the community at large.  Schools may want to 

invest in targeted marketing, including ads on places like Facebook or having their 

counselors visit student groups, as was recommended earlier.   

 As mentioned, a strong recommendation for institutions to implement would be to 

increase outreach to students about resources available to them.  Since students are 

becoming more reliant on technology, institutions should be aware of the trending social 

media platforms that are appropriate for their population.  For example, since it is 

difficult for many Chinese students to access tools such as Facebook and Twitter, looking 

into sites such as Renren and Weibo (Birch, 2013) may help connect with students that 

may otherwise be missing pertinent information. 
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Related to this would be the importance of reaching out to students’ parents. 

Many schools have parent orientations or specific pages on their websites dedicated 

towards providing answers for parents. Helping to educate parents on the services 

provided on campus could help reduce the stigma of counseling. Having culturally 

appropriate materials translated into the most commonly used languages of their Asian 

American student population could be a very useful tool to start the conversation—even 

before the students arrive on campus for orientation. 

During orientation, there are often sessions specifically for parents.  In these 

sessions, having a counselor available to talk about services and statistics of visits from 

the student population may also help destigmatize the process—especially if the 

counselor is Asian American or has specific training that would be appropriate. 

Areas for Future Research 

 Due to the overall lack of research regarding Asian Americans in a higher 

education setting, there are many areas that could be further explored. For example, it 

would be interesting to see if there are any significant differences in reaction toward 

counseling based on the various generations among Asian American students. In this 

study, all of the participants were either 1.5 or 2nd generation students. The general 

consensus among these students was that in subsequent generations, they expected that 

their children would be less averse to seeking counseling because they believed that the 

stigma would lessen for each generation.  
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INFORMED CONSENT FORM 

  



98 

 

 

UNIVERSITY OF HOUSTON 

CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH 

PROJECT TITLE: The “Model Minority” Myth and Its Impact on Anxiety and Stress 

Among Asian American Students in the STEM Fields 

You are being invited to participate in a research project conducted by Cory Owen from 

the College of Education at the University of Houston. This research is a part of a 

dissertation and is conducted under the supervision of Dr. Yali Zou.  

NON-PARTICIPATION STATEMENT 

Your participation is voluntary and you may refuse to participate or withdraw at any time 

without penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. You may also 

refuse to answer any question. If you are a student, a decision to participate or not or to 

withdraw your participation will have no effect on your standing. 

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

The purpose of this study is to explore how various factors (specifically culture and 

family) impact stress and anxiety among Asian American students studying in the STEM 

fields. The aim is to identify how stereotypes of Asian Americans influence their self-

imposed expectations based on internalized assumptions about their abilities. The 

duration of the study will be one month. 

PROCEDURES 

You will be one of approximately twelve subjects to be asked to participate in this 

project. You will be interviewed for one hour by Cory Owen on the University of 

Houston campus. These interviews will be audio recorded for transcription to ensure 
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accuracy. After the transcriptions are done, you will be given the opportunity to review 

the interview to check for accuracy and to clarify points if you would like. 

CONFIDENTIALITY 

Every effort will be made to maintain the confidentiality of your participation in this 

project. Each subject’s name will be paired with a code number by the principal 

investigator. This code number will appear on all written materials. The list pairing the 

subject’s name to the assigned code number will be kept separate from all research 

materials and will be available only to the principal investigator. Confidentiality will be 

maintained within legal limits. 

RISKS/DISCOMFORTS 

There are no foreseeable risks in this research. 

BENEFITS 

While you will not directly benefit from participation, your participation may help 

investigators better understand how universities can better serve Asian American students 

who may be facing anxiety and stress. 

ALTERNATIVES 

Participation in this project is voluntary and the only alternative to this project is non-

participation. 
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PUBLICATION STATEMENT 

The results of this study may be published in professional and/or scientific journals. It 

may also be used for educational purposes or for professional presentations. However, no 

individual subject will be identified. 

AGREEMENT FOR THE USE OF AUDIO TAPES  

If you consent to participate in this study, please indicate whether you agree to be audio 

taped during the study by checking the appropriate box below. If you agree, please also 

indicate whether the audio/video tapes can be used for publication/presentations. 

 I agree to be audio taped during the interview. 

 I agree that the audio tape can be used in publication/presentations. 

 I do not agree that the audio/ video tape can be used in 

publication/presentations. 

 I do not agree to be audio taped during the interview.  

SUBJECT RIGHTS 

1. I understand that informed consent is required of all persons participating in this 

project. 

2. All procedures have been explained to me and all my questions have been answered 

to my satisfaction. 

3. Any risks and/or discomforts have been explained to me. 

4. Any benefits have been explained to me. 

5. I understand that, if I have any questions, I may contact Cory Owen at 956-369-4770. 

I may also contact Dr. Yali Zou, faculty sponsor, at 713-743-4982. 
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6. I have been told that I may refuse to participate or to stop my participation in this 

project at any time before or during the project. I may also refuse to answer any 

question. 

7. ANY QUESTIONS REGARDING MY RIGHTS AS A RESEARCH SUBJECT 

MAY BE ADDRESSED TO THE UNIVERSITY OF HOUSTON COMMITTEE 

FOR THE PROTECTION OF HUMAN SUBJECTS (713-743-9204). ALL 

RESEARCH PROJECTS THAT ARE CARRIED OUT BY INVESTIGATORS AT 

THE UNIVERSITY OF HOUSTON ARE GOVERNED BY REQUIREMENTS OF 

THE UNIVERSITY AND THE FEDERAL GOVERNMENT. 

8. All information that is obtained in connection with this project and that can be 

identified with me will remain confidential as far as possible within legal limits. 

Information gained from this study that can be identified with me may be released to 

no one other than the principal investigator Dr. Yali Zou. The results may be 

published in scientific journals, professional publications, or educational presentations 

without identifying me by name. 

I HAVE READ (OR HAVE HAD READ TO ME) THE CONTENTS OF THIS 

CONSENT FORM AND HAVE BEEN ENCOURAGED TO ASK QUESTIONS. I 

HAVE RECEIVED ANSWERS TO MY QUESTIONS. I GIVE MY CONSENT TO 

PARTICIPATE IN THIS STUDY. I HAVE RECEIVED (OR WILL RECEIVE) A 

COPY OF THIS FORM FOR MY RECORDS AND FUTURE REFERENCE. 

Study Subject (print name): ______________________________________________________  

Signature of Study Subject: ______________________________________________________  
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Date: ________________________________________________________________________  

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

I HAVE READ THIS FORM TO THE SUBJECT AND/OR THE SUBJECT HAS 

READ THIS FORM. AN EXPLANATION OF THE RESEARCH WAS GIVEN AND 

QUESTIONS FROM THE SUBJECT WERE SOLICITED AND ANSWERED TO THE 

SUBJECT’S SATISFACTION. IN MY JUDGMENT, THE SUBJECT HAS 

DEMONSTRATED COMPREHENSION OF THE INFORMATION. 

Principal Investigator (print name and title): _________________________________________  

Signature of Principal Investigator: ________________________________________________  

Date: ________________________________________________________________________  
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Appendix B 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
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“Model Minority Myth” 

• How much do you think others (e.g., teachers, friends, and society) believe that 

the “model minority myth” is accurate and how does this impact your relationship 

with them? 

• Do you feel any pressure to fill this expectation? If so, how does it manifest itself? 

• Have you heard comments and/or jokes about Asian Americans and STEM fields? 

How did they make you feel? (Give examples of Asian memes or throwing off the 

curve as prompts.) 

Home Environment/Acculturation 

• How acculturated to the US mainstream culture do you feel you are? What about 

your family? 

• How do you balance the different cultures? 

• What kind of stigmas do you think you (or other Asian Americans) have towards 

seeking counseling or treatment for stress and anxiety? 

Stress & Anxiety 

• What are the leading causes of your stress? Family, friends, romantic 

relationships, academics, finances? 

• What on-campus resources (if any) do you use to help cope with stress and 

anxiety?  

• What kind of stigmas do you think you (or other Asian Americans) have towards 

seeking counseling or treatment for stress and anxiety?  
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Appendix C 

RECRUITMENT EFFORTS 
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Hello! My name I Cory Owen and I am an Education Doctorate student in the 

College of Education in the Department of Administration and Supervision. I am 

currently working with Professor Yali Zou on my dissertation. I am studying the impact 

of the “model minority” myth on stress and anxiety among Asian American students in 

the STEM (science, technology, engineering, and math) fields. This research will 

hopefully lead to a better understanding of how Asian American students handle stress 

and anxiety and provide insight into how universities can be better prepared to offer 

services.  

If you volunteer as a participant in this study, you will be asked to participate in a 

one hour interview on campus. This interview can be conducted in a room of your 

choosing if you would like.  

This study has been reviewed by the Committees for the Protection of Human 

Subjects (CPHS) and has been approved. If you are interested in participating, please 

contact me and we can set up a meeting time. If you have any other friends who are 

Asian Americans that would be interested in participating, please feel free to forward this 

email to them. 

 

Thank you, 

Cory Owen 
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Participants needed for a research project on: 

Asian American undergrads in the STEM (science, technology, engineering, & 

math) fields 

 

To participate, you would only need to be  

interviewed for sixty minutes! 

 

This research may impact the various resources available on campuses for Asian 

American students—please help! 

 

For more information about this study or to volunteer to be interviewed, please contact: 

Cory Owen 

956-369-4770 

cowen@uh.edu 

 


