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EDUCATION AND TRAINING
My name is Ting-Yi Oei and I’m very pleased to be able to speak with you today. My professional life has been devoted to education, specifically to public education, most of which has been spent at the secondary level. I speak to you today as both as an educator and as an Asian American. And I will speak to you both from personal experience and from hard factual data.

But I would like to begin with two brief stories. The first is to tell you who I am. I was the first in my family born in the U.S., in New York. My father was ethnic Chinese from the Dutch East Indies (Indonesia today). My mother was Dutch. They met in the Netherlands during World War II. My father managed to elude or avoid being sent to a labor camp by the Nazis; my mother was in a Nazi prison for her work in the Dutch Resistance and was released along with other women prisoners just before Canadian troops liberated the Hague. The male prisoners were all shot the day before. My parents moved to the U.S. in 1947.

The second story is about Ben Fong-Torres. Some of you might know him as an author and past editor of Rolling Stone magazine. He is of Chinese descent whose father came to the U.S. via the Philippines. After 1887, the year of the Chinese Exclusion Act, no new Chinese immigration to the U.S. was possible. However, following the annexation of the Philippines during the Spanish-American War of 1898, some Chinese made their way to the U.S. by getting to the Philippines first, adopting Filipino identity and names, hence the Torres (and dropping the Fong), and then moving to the U.S. as territorial residents of the U.S.

The point of both these stories is to point out what an incredible mix we all are. It is what makes America, America. But the history of these kinds of events is rarely a part of what young people learn in school. I am not here today to advocate for a revision of the social studies curriculum (we can talk about that some other time), but I will point out some peculiarities of the Asian American experience that are often overlooked in dealing with some pressing issues in education today.

The main issue I want to address is what I refer to as invisibility. It’s reflected in the general lack of knowledge about Asian Americans in U.S. history. Another part of the invisibility is a consequence of that history: Asian Americans saw little or no advantage to having attention drawn to them, witness the circumstances that led to the Chinese Exclusion Act and the internment camps for Japanese Americans in World War II. Still another part of invisibility is self-determined. Many Asian Americans today prefer or choose not to participate in certain aspects of mainstream American life. And still another component is discriminatory in nature; that is Asian Americans being excluded from opportunities.

I have included in my remarks some data on Fairfax County Public Schools (FCPS). You should spend some time looking at these charts and figures and do some of your own analysis, but I would like to draw your attention to a few items. First is to notice that the Asian-Pacific (A-P) student population at the high school level is 17.5% compared to 12.7% Hispanic and 10.5% Black (chart is available through the following website: Standard Student Reports: Student ethnic and gender: http://www.fcps.edu/Reporting/). Then compare this to the makeup of Asian-Pacific (A-P) teachers and administrators in the system:
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(A copy of the chart of ethnic makeup of FCPS employees—all categories total is at the end of this document.)

Part of the discrepancy in the numbers between A-P students versus A-P teachers and administrators is explained by a matter of choice. That is, few A-Ps choose to enter public school teaching. Fewer still move into administration. Whether that is by choice or is a result of discrimination or a bit of both is open to question. According to the Office of Minority Achievement of FCPS, the attrition rate of A-P teachers is higher than that of any other ethnic group. Again, why this is so is difficult to determine. 

I offer a couple of conclusions following from anecdotal information I have acquired over the years: 

· The A-P population generally has not seen public school teaching as a very rewarding profession. Their own experience as students has been to use the public school system to their advantage, but it has not always been an easy journey. They often see the schools and the students in them not as serious about education as they themselves are. They are thus reluctant to return to the public schools as teachers. The attitude towards higher education is just the opposite. Here A-Ps see more commitment to educational pursuits and they fill the ranks of teaching at that level quite adequately. I would bet that many of the A-Ps who leave public school teaching return to graduate school and that many pursue teaching at the college or university level.

· When “diversity” is considered for teachers and administrators, A-Ps are often overlooked and not sought out or recruited as are other minorities. It harks back to the reference by President Ronald Reagan of Asian Americans as being the “model minority”—essentially a group not needing any support because it has done very well on its own. 

The latter point is important because the attitude it reflects filters down to the student level. Thomas Jefferson High School of Science and Technology is almost 30% Asian American. It is the embodiment of the model minority myth. But criticism has been leveled at the admissions policy of TJ in the form of language that says, “TJ is lacking in diversity.” To many Asians, this is offensive as though all Asians are of one identity. Asians are Indian, Pakistani, Korean, Chinese, Filipino, Vietnamese, Cambodian, Laotian…  . The current Minority Student Achievement Report uses the term “minority” rather loosely—only once does the report actually use the expression “underrepresented minorities”  to refer to the lack of Blacks and Hispanics in various programs. (See Minority Student Achievement Report:http://www.fcps.edu/DEA/msa/msaoc_index.htm)

But also take a good look at the make-up of Mountain View Alternative High School (see other document in packet), a school that seeks to reverse the fortune of those students who are not comfortable or who do not “fit” in a typical high school. It is one of three such high schools in Fairfax County. Asian Americans constitute 20% of students at Mountain View. Alternative high school students. Including Asian American ones, are those who struggle with academics, who face teasing or bullying, or come to the U.S. seriously disadvantaged by weak English language skills. Or they may experience all three and even other issues.

What Asian Americans need to do is promote our own interests by becoming involved and making ourselves more visible— as we are doing today. And secondly, A-Ps need to confront some issues, ask some questions about the fairness of processes that determine leadership in schools and related organizations. By and large the A-P community is unfamiliar with how schools function and how to influence what goes on in them.  School related organizations such as PTAs, Booster clubs, Curriculum Advisory groups, and ad hoc groups such as principal and asst. principal selection panels need our input. I don’t know and won’t claim outright that I have faced negative discrimination in interviews for leadership positions. But I do know that in my career I have been passed over for dept. chair openings, assistant principal positions and principalships. Not on a single one of those selection panels or committees supposedly representing the school communities has there been an Asian American member. And my rough estimate would be that the total number of individuals that I have sat before totals at least 130.  That has not been true of Black or African-American or Latino representation on those committees. 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Ethnic Composition of FCPS employees

2002 figures (latest available)

	
	            Black
	     Hispanic
	Amer Ind
	         Asian
	White
	          Multi Race
	

	School Board
	3
	1
	0
	0
	8
	0
	

	Leadership Team
	3
	1
	0
	0
	14
	0
	

	School Admin
	115
	15
	0
	5
	437
	1
	

	NonSchool Admin
	70
	13
	2
	3
	349
	2
	

	Tech Spec
	94
	30
	2
	65
	737
	10
	

	Teacher
	1091
	288
	17
	333
	11134
	95
	

	Inst Asst
	299
	203
	7
	136
	1417
	11
	

	Custodians
	375
	292
	0
	307
	87
	3
	

	Food Service
	91
	115
	2
	413
	369
	1
	

	All Employees
	2893
	1241
	39
	1450
	17197
	142
	


