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ABSTRACT 

CONGOLESE IMMIGRANT PARENTS' PERCEPTIONS ABOUT THEIR 

CHILDREN'S EDUCATION IN PHILADELPHIA 

by Lombe M. Mwembo 

Doctor of Philosophy 

Temple University, 2009 

Major Advisor:  Dr. James Earl Davis 

This dissertation describes the educational 

experiences of Congolese immigrant families and their 

children attending Philadelphia K-12 schools.  The 

objectives of the study were to explore the educational 

experiences, needs and expectations of Congolese immigrant 

parents and their children in the U.S., and to confirm 

which of the many assimilation theories was applicable to 

this group of immigrants.  The study aimed at providing 

American schools and curriculum developers with knowledge 

that they can use to meet the needs of this neglected group 

of immigrants.  

Although the number of Congolese immigrant families 

has been increasing in Philadelphia (Lewis Mumford Center, 
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2000), there is little knowledge and many faulty 

assumptions about African immigrants, and particularly, 

Congolese families. Most of what the American public and 

American teachers know about Congolese and African 

immigrants is based solely on biased media coverage, old 

stories, and myths that are not supported by valid 

research. African immigrants and their children have been 

especially excluded from educational research (Rong & 

Brown, 2002).  Scholarship about Congolese immigrants from 

their African perspective is scarce, if not totally 

lacking.  As a result of the lack of research about African 

immigrants and their children, not only have the special 

needs of these immigrants been neglected, but Congolese 

students in American schools continue to be victims of 

demeaning treatments and attacks, including violent attacks 

by some American students motivated by ignorance, 

prejudice, misconceptions and stereotypes (Traore, 2002; 

The Philadelphia Inquirer, November 2005).  

If the presence of Congolese immigrant children 

continues to be overlooked while the African immigrant 

population grows, many Congolese immigrant children may 

develop a dislike or disinterest in school which would 



v 
 

 

place them at-risk for underachievement and dropping out. 

(Stringfield & Land, 2002).  The growing number of African 

immigrant children in American schools also poses new and 

different challenges for American education generally 

(Traore, 2002).  Therefore, research on this group of 

immigrant children is much needed. 

A qualitative study using observations, individual and 

group interviews, and questionnaires was conducted among a 

group of African immigrants represented by families of 

Congolese immigrants including their children living in 

Philadelphia and neighboring areas.  

The study found that reasons for coming and staying in 

the U.S, the threat of losing Congolese identity and 

culture, parental role reversal, stereotypes, and 

misconceptions were the most important factors related to 

their children’s experience in American schools.  The 

accommodation ‘without assimilation’ theory (Gibson, 1988) 

was found to be the most appropriate assimilation theory 

applicable to these Congolese families. 

This study provides American teachers, educational 

leaders and curriculum developers with knowledge and 

insights based on the voices and experiences of Congolese 
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parents and children.  This new knowledge and perspectives 

can be used to meet the educational needs and expectations 

of Congolese parents and their children who are 

experiencing schooling in America. 
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CHAPTER 1 

THE PROBLEM 

Introduction 

In her study about African and American high school 

students in Philadelphia, Traore (2002) found that in many 

school settings strained relationships between African and 

African American students were widespread.  Traore argues 

that myths, misconceptions, and negative stereotypes are 

the source of the conflict that keeps the two groups 

separated.   

 Strained relationships between African and African 

American students have become a public concern in some 

areas of Philadelphia.  For example, in November 2005, 

[The] Philadelphia Inquirer newspaper published three 

articles about a 13-year-old boy from Liberia who was 

knocked unconscious by four African American boys, aged 14 

to 18 (The Philadelphia Inquirer, November 2, November 3, 

and November 15, 2005).  According to community and school 

officials, there was growing animosity between African 

immigrants and African Americans.  African parents in West 

Philadelphia were frustrated about this confrontation 
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because it was just one of many reported incidents in the 

area.  African immigrant boys in West Philadelphia formed 

groups to avenge their friend.  [The] Philadelphia Inquirer 

reported that African parents in West Philadelphia were 

worried, and wanted their children to behave well in school 

and in the community.  They said that if this situation of 

conflict between African immigrants and African American 

students were not addressed, animosity between African and 

American families would further strain relationships in the 

community.   

I believe that African immigrant parents in West 

Philadelphia are naturally worried about the educational 

success of their children under current circumstances.  

They worry that their children’s education will be 

inadequate if moral and social values are not given equal 

importance.  The story of the beaten Liberian boy offers an 

opportunity to explore the education of Congolese immigrant 

children in America from parents’ perspectives.  

In the first chapter, I discuss the statement of the 

problem, the purpose, and the significance of my study.  In 

the second chapter I provide brief background information 

of the African immigrants in Philadelphia, and I highlight 

major information about the Democratic Republic of Congo 
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(DRC).  In the third chapter I offer a review of literature 

about immigrant groups in general and African immigrants in 

particular to reveal the gap that needs to be filled with 

further research.  In the fourth chapter, I describe the 

methodology of the dissertation, and I discuss my role as a 

researcher, ethical considerations, and the delimitation of 

the study.  In chapter five, I describe the participant 

families’ profiles.  I discuss the findings in chapters six 

and seven.  Finally, in chapter eight, I summarize the main 

ideas of the study, the limitations of the study, and 

provide recommendations, possible applications of this 

study.  Finally, I offer recommendations for further 

research on this topic.   

Statement of the Problem 

According to Rong and Brown (2002) the immigrant 

population in the United States over the past three decades 

has seen an unprecedented increase in the school enrolment 

of foreign-born children.  In their article, Socialization, 

Culture and Identities of Black Immigrant Children, What 

Educators Need to Know and Do, Rong and Brown (2002) report 

the findings of the past two decades of research focusing 

on the life experience of Black Caribbean and African 

immigrants and their children and the process by which they 
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have been incorporated into American society and into its 

educational system.  Rong and Brown (2002) observe that 

although Black immigrants have remained largely unnoticed, 

their number in schools has also been rising rapidly.   

While the ethnic profile of newcomers in American 

schools varies state by state throughout the nation, the 

educational profile of recent immigration throughout the 

region is the same: “rapidly changing demographics in 

communities and schools, with K-12 educators consequently 

facing both challenge and opportunity ” (Friedlander,1991). 

Meetings the Needs of Immigrant Students, paragraph 1).   

Parallel to the general immigration population 

increase, many studies show that for the last three 

decades, the influx of African immigrants to the United 

States has been increasing (Lewis Mumford Census, 2000; 

Ndubuike, 2002).  According to figures from the United 

States Citizenship and Immigration Services, formerly known 

as Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS, 2003), the 

number of African immigrants to the United States has more 

than quadrupled in the last two decades; from 109,733 

between 1961 and 1980 to 531,832 between 1981 and 2000.  

According to the U.S. Census Bureau (2004), approximately 

50,000 Africans arrive annually in America, and the total 
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number of African immigrants was estimated at 612,548 in 

2000 (Lewis Mumford Census 2000).  On the other hand, Lewis 

Mumford Census (2000)reports that African immigrants 

represent about 1.6% (16,344) of the local Black population 

in Philadelphia population which is estimated at 1,517, 

550.  Alobeyo (2003), in Tricia (2000) reports that the 

largest number of African immigrants come from Nigeria, 

Liberia, Ethiopia, Ghana, and Sierra Leone.  (See Figure 2: 

Map of African Countries).  Suep Du Jour (2001) also 

reports that about twenty-five African countries are 

represented in Philadelphia and its surrounding areas.  

Suep Du Jour (2001) states the location of Philadelphia on 

the East Coast of America and the fairly cheaper air ticket 

from Africa to the East Coast regions contribute to the 

presence of African immigrants in Delaware Valley region.   

The influx of immigrant children in America poses new 

and different burdens and challenges on the American 

education system across the country (Rong & Brown, 2002).  

In the 1900s, immigration largely contributed to the 

expansion of public schooling in America (Tyack, 1974).  

Rong and Brown (2002) argues that the presence of immigrant 

children requires an adjustment in curriculum and program 

development, teacher recruitment and training, and social 
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and health services in order for the school to adequately 

respond to the needs of the newcomers.  According to 

population projections (Edmonston & Passel, 1992), by the 

year 2010, the number of Black immigrants and children of 

Black immigrants in the United States is expected to reach 

5 million, 12% of the nation’s Black population. 

Although the number of African immigrants has been 

increasing, very little is known about them or their 

children.  Most of the American public knowledge about 

Africa and Africans is based on old stories and myths 

published without conducting any valid research.  In 

Western scholarship and media, Africans and African 

immigrants are described by what they are not or by what 

they do not have instead of what they are or what they have 

(Parrender, 1976).  “Do you have cars? Do you have TVs?” 

are some of the questions Americans ask Africans (Ndubuike, 

2002; Traore, 2002).  Many Africans are shocked because 

Americans flood them with million questions about Africa; 

this means that immigrants know more about America and 

Americans than they do about other countries (Igoa, 1995). 

Stereotypes and misconceptions about Africa and 

African immigrants sometimes create low self-esteem and 

negative attitudes toward education among African children 
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(Apraku, 1991).  What caused the stereotypical thoughts 

about Africa and Africans was a lack of research about the 

continent and its people.  More importantly, research about 

African immigrants from their own perspective is scarce, if 

not totally lacking.  Black immigrants have been 

considerably less researched compared to immigrants of 

other racial/ethnic groups, and immigrants from Africa have 

been especially excluded from research on issues 

encountered by Black immigrants (Brown, 2002).  Brown 

argues that the lack of research on Black immigrants denies 

the American public and American policymakers the 

opportunities to explore the many urgent and intriguing 

issues concerning Black immigrants; as a result, the 

special needs of these immigrants have been neglected.   

The lack of research about Africa and African 

immigrants is regrettable because it may be one of the 

sources of conflict and strained relationships between some 

African immigrants and Americans (Ndubuike, 2002).  These 

immigrants –like all other immigrants to the United States 

– bring a wide range of knowledge, life experiences and 

skills that can be useful for the development of the United 

States.  Africans arrive in the United States with 

substantial knowledge of Western culture and business 
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practices because their native countries are heavily 

Europeanized with most schools, churches, administration, 

and economic lives under European domination (Shavarini, 

2004).   

 Although Africans bring learning styles that can 

contribute to the improvement of teaching techniques in 

Western schools, many biased and poisonous misconceptions 

about Africa and Africans have been passed on to the public 

through education, and this has negatively affected the 

lives of Africans, especially African children in American 

schools (Traore, 2002).  According to Ungar (1995) and 

Brandon (1997), the lack of knowledge about African 

immigrants is detrimental to the African immigrants and 

their children in the community and in schools where 

Africans are still the objects of debasing treatment.  

Self-esteem of African children is damaged when they are 

referred to as monkeys, or as primitive.  African 

immigrants’ experiences are similar to non-European 

immigrant groups, such as that of Elizabeth Martinez from 

Mexico.  Martinez is a well-known figure among many 

American educators for her bilingual book in pictures about 

the 500 years of Chicano History.  She remembers being 
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ashamed and wanting to reject her identity as a Mexican.  

She said: 

It was rejection of my identity, something I didn’t 
want to be – you know, called a Mexicano, a Mexican.  
When we arrived {in the United States}, we got spit 
on.  They spit on my sister.  They did.  They beat up 
my brother… They would call you names (Trueba & 
Bartolome, 2000, p. 94).  

  

 Years later, Martinez became a teacher in America, 

and said, “Teachers should respect students no matter where 

they come from” (p. 94).  She said that a teacher who 

degrades a student who has just arrived from another 

country leaves an indelible imprint on the student.  As a 

consequence, the student may develop a resistance toward 

schooling (Trueba & Bartolome, 2000).  

The Purpose of the Study 

Although the educational needs and issues of immigrant 

children have always been a topic of much interest and 

debate among the American educators and policymakers, on 

the ground very little is being done to help immigrant 

children successfully integrate into the American school 

system.  The lack of practical ways to meet the immigrant 

child’s needs is an even bigger problem for the African 

child because in addition to the hostility some Americans 



10 
 
have toward immigrants, the African child is haunted by 

negative stereotypes about race, nationality, and origin. 

This study hopes to shed light on Congolese immigrant 

families’ educational experiences by exploring Congolese 

parents and children’s perceptions about education in 

Philadelphia schools.  It specifically examines the level 

of parents’ satisfaction or dissatisfaction with regard to 

academic, moral, and social values instilled in their 

children in American schools.  Apraku (1991) argues that 

many African parents value education and want their 

children to excel in all the academic subjects.  However, 

they also expect the school to cultivate traditional 

African social values such as self-respect and respect for 

others.  For African parents school should be a place where 

children learn community solidarity and a sense of caring 

and become responsible for both their own lives and the 

community (Apraku, 1991).  This study is also intended to 

test the assimilation theory pertaining to Congolese 

families. 

General Research Questions 

What do Congolese immigrant parents, born in Africa 

and raised with African cultures and traditions, say about 
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the experiences of their children in American schools?  

This study asks: 

1. What are the Congolese immigrant parents’ reasons for 

coming to the U.S.? 

2. What are the Congolese immigrants’ challenges and 

difficulties encountered in the U.S.? 

3. What were the positive or negative stereotypes that 

Americans used to portray Africa and Africans? 

4. What are Congolese parents’ view of the differences 

and similarities between schooling in Africa and 

America? 

5. What are Congolese parents’ educational expectations 

for their children’s schooling in America with respect 

to academic, moral, and social values?  What are the 

Congolese parents’ dissatisfactions and satisfactions? 

6. Are Congolese immigrants assimilated to the American 

mainstream cultures? 

Significance of the Study 

I am interested in the education of Congolese child 

immigrants, and how a group of Congolese immigrant parents 

feel about their children’s education.  The findings of 

this study may be used to generate discussion about how to 

raise Congolese children in America more successfully.  
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This study may open new horizons for American teachers, and 

provide them with new insights about Congolese parents’ 

perceptions of their children’s education.  This study also 

promises to yield data that may inform the multicultural 

education. 

This study describes the experiences of Congolese 

immigrant families in America.  It is hoped that the 

findings from this study may generate information that can 

be useful at several levels.  This study may give Congolese 

immigrant parents a voice and provide them the opportunity 

to speak up and create new knowledge that can be used to 

educate their children in American schools.  Congolese 

parents may find this study useful as they report on how 

they learned to help their children adjust in American 

schools.   

Another significance of this study is that it may 

yield data that curriculum developers and policymakers can 

use to inform multicultural education.  Research shows that 

studies about other immigrant groups have contributed to 

the infusion of new ideas in the American curriculum 

(Hilliard III, et al, 1990; Schmidt, 1997).  Data from this 

study may be used by colleges and universities that are 

trying to train graduates equipped with international 
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understanding, cultural sensibility, and knowledge 

(Ndubuike, 2002).  This study may provide researchers with 

knowledge about African immigrants’ education to fill the 

gap that is currently too wide. 

In this chapter, I have pointed out that the number of 

African and Congolese students in American schools has been 

increasing, but ignorance, misinformation, and confusion 

still exist about Africa and Africans.  I have indicated 

that this study seeks to provide American teachers with 

accurate information about the Congolese students and their 

culture from the perspective of Congolese immigrant parents 

and their children.  The importance of this study was 

highlighted for parents, American educators, curriculum, 

and policymakers.   
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CHAPTER 2 

BLACK IMMIGRATION TO THE UNITED STATES 

Introduction 
 

This chapter provides background information about 

black immigration to the Unites States, and succinctly 

highlights the Democratic Republic of the Congo, and 

focuses on its educational system. 

Since the end of World War II, more black immigrants 

have entered the United States than during the era of 

slavery.  Caribbean, Jamaican and Haitian immigrants 

increased, and were among the top sending nations.  More 

than 900,000 Caribbean immigrants, most of whom were 

considered black by American racial standards, arrived 

during the 1990s.  Immigration from Africa also increased 

after 1970.  The combined totals of the new black 

immigrants now make up roughly 5% of the black population 

in the United States (Reimers, 2005).  The INS reported 

that during the last five years of the twentieth century, 
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Africa was sending about 40,000 people annually to America, 

and the number reached 50,209 in 2001.  According to the US 

Census Bureau, the total number of African immigrants was 

estimated at one million in 2000 (U.S. Census Bureau, 

2002). 

Some Africans came as refugees fleeing political 

violence; others were politicians fleeing war or 

persecution.  Others came to seek better economic 

opportunity in America, while still others entered the 

United States to study and chose to stay after graduation 

(Alobeyo, 2003, Ndubuike, 2002; Reimers, 2005). 

The Naturalization Act of 1790 limited citizenship to 

“free white persons”, and the Act of 1870 expanded to 

include persons of African descent.  Congress added the 

phrase but did not think that it would lead to large-scale 

African immigration.  One federal judge said in 1880, ‘No 

one seriously believed that ‘the Negroes of Africa would 

immigrate’ (Reimers, 2005).  When the legislators banned 

Asians by barring those ineligible for citizenship, they 

did not include black immigrants.  In 1914 and 1925, 

however, several southern congressmen moved to bar entry 

for “all members of the African or black race” (Reimers, 

2005).  Senator John Sharp Williams insisted that foreign-
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born blacks were even less desirable than Asians.  He 

argued that the U.S. could not maintain free institutions 

“except by a homogenous race.”  His proposal, though it 

passed the Senate, failed in the House.  During the 1920s, 

however, Congress restricted African immigration by giving 

Africa quotas of 100 for only a few areas.  British and 

French colonies each had quotas of 100, as did the Union of 

South Africa, Liberia, and several other countries.  Only 

ethnic groups whose forebears had come to the U.S. 

voluntarily were granted a quota, and the small quotas for 

some African mandates could also be used by whites.  Not 

many black immigrants came directly from Africa between 

1870 and 1920.   

African Immigrants in Philadelphia 

The presence of many Africans in Philadelphia can be 

explained in relation with the migration of African 

Americans to the North of the country three centuries ago 

(Raboteau, 1978).  According to historian Raboteau (1978), 

many African Americans moved from the rural South to the 

industrial North because they were attracted by job 

prospects and the desire to live among other free people.   

Raboteau reports: 
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At the end of the 18th century, Philadelphia was a city 
of Hope for African Americans.  Pennsylvania had 
passed the First Gradual Abolition Act and 
Philadelphia was home by 1790 to some 2,000 free 
Blacks (Raboteau in Africans in America, Part 3, 
Narrative, Philadelphia, 1750-1805).  
 
Studies on the immigrants’ settlement point out that 

many newcomers to this country have the tendency to seek 

residence in an area where their ethnic communities already 

exist (Reimers, 2005; Raboteau, 1978).  It has been 

observed that immigrants to America from all parts of the 

world have developed living patterns characterized by small 

ethnic group communities.  For example, those who came 

first, such as Germans, Italians, Irish, or Chinese, etc., 

helped newcomers make the transition from their home 

country to America (Reimers, 2005; Raboteau, 1978).  When 

Africans began to come to America, they chose to stay in 

Philadelphia because of the presence of many African 

Americans in Philadelphia (Emma Lapsansky, Africans in 

America: Narrative, Brotherly Love, Part 3, Philadelphia, 

1791-1883).  

According to Tricia Hepner the Immigration Act of 1965 

and the Refugee Act of 1980 opened the doors of the United 

States to groups previously restricted from entry, and made 

America a destination for those unable to stay in their 
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home country because of war.  As a result of those acts, a 

rapid move of immigrants to America has been increasing.  

In addition, changes in human relations due to 

globalization have reduced distance between countries 

(Sassen, 1996).  Sassen (1996) gives one of the reasons why 

people travel easily these days.  Sassen (1996) argues that 

because borders between countries and corporations have not 

respected traditional restrictions during this period of 

globalization, the migration of people has intensified all 

over the world.  

Since the advent of globalization, especially during 

the last two or three decades, Philadelphia has experienced 

a considerable arrival of minority groups, including 

Africans.  This move impacted the rapid growth of the Black 

community in Philadelphia, which was estimated at 43.2%, 

according to the US Bureau Census for the year 2000.  The 

majority of Africans came to Philadelphia during the last 

two decades.  It is estimated that 25 African countries are 

represented in Philadelphia.  The majority of Africans in 

Philadelphia live in West Philadelphia, Mount Airy, 

Germantown, and North Philadelphia.  (See Appendix E: Table 

17.  List of African Countries Represented in Philadelphia; 
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Table 19.  African Countries and Capital Cities; and Figure 

2.  Map of African Countries).  

When African immigrants came to Philadelphia, they 

found a segregated city that offered little employment 

opportunity.  They found inner-city schools characterized 

by inequality in the distribution of resources, and 

“violence and horror surrounding the school buildings” 

(Kozol, 1991; Licht, 1992).  They found a city affected by 

the downside of globalization.   

The shift from an industrial economy to a global 

economy affected black communities in Philadelphia because 

the majority of the residents did not have higher education 

opportunities.  The global economy is characterized by the 

development of high technology and communications and 

requires a smaller number of highly qualified personnel.  

Although global economy has made it easier for people to 

travel from one continent to the other because of the 

development of communications and transportation, many 

Philadelphia city dwellers are too poor to take in this new 

global economy (Licht, 1992; Sassen, 1999). 

One of the characteristics of a global economy is that 

the means of production are not located in one place as 

they were in industrialization.  This is because the 
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economy is no longer derived from mines, factories, ports, 

or other localized industries.  In a global economy, 

production is spread around the world and companies all 

over the world compete in world markets.  This economy 

requires highly educated professionals, such as 

accountants, financial managers, and professionals in 

technology and communications.  Each country uses its most 

highly educated citizens in its interactions with other 

countries.  High quality education requires money to buy 

computers and high quality computer programs and to hire 

and retain qualified teachers.  Low-income children are 

therefore excluded from getting a competitive education 

because the schools they attend cannot afford these 

resources.  This means that they will get low-paying jobs, 

like their parents.  Although poverty may have other 

causes, the lack of good quality education may lead to 

unemployment, jobless families, teenage pregnancies, female 

headed families, welfare, dependency and serious crime 

(Kozol, 1991).  The children of these children will follow 

the path of their parents and thus poverty is perpetuated, 

and the status quo is maintained (deMarrais & LeCompte, 

1995). 

Many African Americans in Philadelphia are poor 
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because of racism and segregation in employment, housing, 

etc. (Massey, 1990).  According to the U.S. Census Bureau 

in 2004, in several predominantly African American 

neighborhoods, more than 40 percent of all residents live 

in poverty.  During the industrial revolution, jobs were 

plentiful as factories and industries blossomed (Licht, 

1992).  When industry declined, jobs moved to the suburbs 

as many whites who owned these factories left the city 

(Serow et al, 2000).  Workers were affected by changes in 

the companies because new structures required fewer members 

of the company personnel.  

Africans are ‘assimilated’ with African Americans who 

are discriminated against in job markets, housing, etc.  

Africans come to America with little or no money but most 

of them have a higher level of education than other 

immigrant groups (Massey, 1990).  However, the majority of 

Africans starts life and remains as second-class citizen 

due to segregation and racism against blacks (Massey, 

1990).  Africans are not fully accepted by some lower 

income Americans because they believe that these immigrants 

have come to take their jobs (Waters, 1999).   
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Immigration Policy 

According to scholar DeLaet (2000), immigration to the 

U.S. was basically unrestricted prior to 1875.  DeLaet 

(2000) says that President George Washington announced an 

open-door immigration policy, which despite some opposition 

set the tone for nearly a century.  The first limits on 

immigration, enacted in 1875, were aimed primarily at 

categories of people deemed offensive to the society, such 

as the destitute, immoral, or physically handicapped 

(Edmonston & Passel, 1994).  Chinese Exclusion Acts of 1882 

and 1884 were the first established immigration laws to 

target people from a specific area of the world.  The 1882 

act barred all Chinese individuals from citizenship; the 

1884 Act stopped a potential loophole by making the 

restriction apply to all Chinese persons, whether or not 

they have been citizens of China.  Not until 1943 were 

these bans lifted (DeLaet, 2000; Xie & Kimberley, 2004).  

In the aftermath of the Civil War, people of African race 

or of African descent were added to the category of 

eligible persons, but then the Jim Craw laws took these 

rights away.  

With the number and the ethnic diversity of immigrants 

rising sharply in the early part of the 20th century, public 
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sentiment against immigration rose as well. Public 

discourse and political debate culminated in two major 

legislation laws, the Quota Law of 1921 and the Immigration 

Act of 1924 that established more restrictive stance for 

the country (DeLaet, 2000; Meyers, 2004).  Using 1910 as 

the reference point, each country’s immigration allowance 

was limited to 3 percent of the number of those people who 

lived in the U.S. in 1910.  As a result of the Quota Law of 

1921 and the Restriction laws, the population of the U.S. 

was dominated by three countries; Germany (2,785,000), 

Ireland (1,872,000) and England-Wales 91,009,000).  The 

tilt of the immigrant population was in a southern and 

eastern direction; it also represented a shift from a 

primarily Protestant group to one that included substantial 

numbers of Catholics, Jews, and Greek Orthodox (Meyers, 

2004).  

The Immigration Act of 1965 

The door that was closed in 1924 (or at least left 

only partly ajar) was opened wide again with the 

Immigration Act of 1965.  In 1963, President John Kennedy 

proposed a change in immigration law: He said that 

immigration policy should be generous; it should be fair; 
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it should be flexible.  With such a policy we can turn to 

the world, and to our own past, with clean hands and clean 

conscience (Deaux, 2006).  President Kennedy advocated 

openness towards people from all countries, not only 

opulent and respectable strangers, but the oppressed and 

persecuted of all nations and religion, reflected 

sentiments consistent with more general concerns for civil 

rights (Deaux, 2006). 

As a result of the change in immigration law, more 

immigrants entered the U.S.  In 2002 immigrants and their 

children together totaled almost 66 million people or about 

23 % of the U.S. population (Deaux, 2006).  According to 

U.S. Department of Homeland Security, in fiscal year 2006 

alone, 1,266,264 immigrants obtained legal permanent 

residence status (See Appendix E, Table 18 Persons 

obtaining legal permanent resident status by broad class of 

admission and region and country of last residence: Fiscal 

year 2006). 

Differences between African and  

Euro-American Cultures 

Although many people have the tendency to separate 

African or Asian values from Western or Euro American 
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values, a closer examination of those values reveals that 

all these values (Table 1.  Differences between African and 

Western Values) are important in all societies (Segal, 

2002).  Segal argues that they are not values unique to one 

continent or absent in the other.  According to Segal 

(2002) what may differ from continent to continent is the 

Table 1.  Differences Between African and Western Values 
 
 
African Values  Western Values 
 
   
African education is a two-way 
education 

 Western education is one-way education 

African logic is inclusive  Westerner logic is either…or… 
African world includes the born, the 
unborn and the living-dead 

 Western world is for the living 

Africans are satisfied with little 
(1) 

 Westerners want to get more and more 

African time is community bound  Western time is individual; it flies 
away 

African time is circular  Western time is linear 
Africans are harmonious  Westerners are violent 
Africans accept the world as it is 
(1) 

 Westerners want to change the world 

Africans are children of nature  Westerners are passionate about 
technology (1) 

African religion is a way of life   Western religion is compartmentalized 
Africans believe in the freedom of 
silence 

 Westerners believe in freedom of 
speech (1) 

Africans live in contemplation  Westerners strive in articulation 
Africans first marry, and then love  Westerners love first, and then marry 

(1) 
African marriage is community bound  Western marriage is a personal 

contract (1) 
Africans believe self-denial is a 
secret to our survival  

 Westerners believe self-assertiveness 
is the key to  
their success 

Africans glorify austerity and 
renunciation 

 Westerners emphasize gracious living 
and enjoyment (1) 

Africans never retire at old age; 
they prepare for the life to join 
ancestors 

 Westerners retire to enjoy the fruit 
of their youth 
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African respect is rigid, not 
negotiable 

 Western respect is flexible and 
negotiable 

African eye contact is for familiar 
people 

 Western eye contact means confidence 
and honesty (1) 

African’s social security is his/her 
children 

 Westerners’ social security is money 

Africans are told from childhood to 
want less 

 Westerners are urged from cradle to 
want more and more (1) 

The above chart (Table 1) of the difference in values between Africa and the 
West was adapted from the model designed by Dr. Chung D.K., 1992, cited by Uma 
Segal, 2002 in A Framework for Immigration Asians in the United States, (p. 
195). African values were collected from the writings of African and African 
Americans’ scholars: Mbiti (1969); Mosha, (2000) Asante, (1998) and from 
Congolese participants to this study. 
 
1.  Direct quote or adaptation from Segal (2002). 

degree of pressure to adhere to these values and the social 

implications of violating them 

Segal (2002) believes that individuals and ethnic 

groups may fall along a continuum on the significance of 

these values in determining their attitudes and behaviors, 

and as indicated by the hypothetical diagrammatic example 

below (Diagram 1): 

 
Diagram 1:  Continuum of Behavior 

 
Asians   Western  
   

   
   

 
Filial 
Piety 

   

Disobedience 
and 

disrespect 
of parents 

Source:  Segal (2002, p. 191).  

This diagram illustrates that while obedience, 

respect, and obligation toward the parent are paramount in 

some cultures (Asians, Africans) such qualities are also 
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important to Americans.  A similar continuum can be devised 

for each one because it is common to all human beings who 

must live in a social context, who are interdependent, and 

who do not have absolute control over their environments. 

Segal (2002) has examined the differences in values 

between Asia and the United States.  In her book, she cites 

scholar Chung (1992), who was the first to develop a model 

that describes the differences between the East and the 

West (Segal, 2002, p. 195).  Given the striking 

similarities that exist between African and Asian values 

such as the communal life, value given to children, the 

unity of the family, and world view about material things, 

Segal’s findings on the subject also apply to Africans. 

Like Asians, Africans differ from Euro-Americans in the 

importance that they place on the context of situations 

(Chung 1992).  Chung argues that the identity of the former 

is bound inextricably with the identity of the group, while 

the identity of the latter is a reflection of the 

individual persona.  According to Segal (2002), social and 

cultural conditions that surround members of Asian cultures 

are of great importance in the understanding of a message 

(Segal, 2002).  Frequently, Segal (2002) argued, oral 

communication is not direct, requiring that recipients of 
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messages interpret nonverbal behavior, interpersonal 

status, and a host of other variables.  On the other hand, 

Segal (2002) observed that American were more likely to 

phrase the content of the message to convey exactly what it 

meant; the focus was on objective information, and there 

was less need  to interpret surrounding clues (p. 191).   

The extensive literature would lead one to believe 

that all Asian cultures and all Asians are collectivists, 

value family, adhere to hierarchical structure 

relationships, strive toward harmony, and self effacing.  

Conversely, it can leave the impression that Euro-Americans 

are individualists, focus on individual rather than the 

family, are egalitarian in relationships, challenge others 

when necessary, and seek to be noticed.  It is erroneous to 

assume that that the norms of respective cultures truly and 

completely guide behaviors.  Certain groups may fall 

further toward one end of the continuum, while others may 

fall closer to the opposite end, but all the values and 

behaviors identified as Asians are also appreciated by 

Americans.  Both African and American societies expect 

obedience, respect, honor, and love of the child toward the 

parent.  The difference may be in the level of expectation 

(Segal, 2002, p. 191). 
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The difference between African and Asian immigrants 

and the United States is that role relationships are 

neither as rigid nor as extreme and strict as in Africa and 

Asia.  Segal (2002) argues that in the United States role 

relationships are frequently challenged because in the 

United States children are raised in democratic atmosphere.  

But in Africa, parents’ teachers and elders’ position is 

untouchable and unswerving respect is required (Mbiti, 

1969; Segal 2002).  

The Democratic Republic of Congo, DRC 

Name, Size, Population, and Administration 
 

In this section, I will discuss some of the most 

important facts about Congo and its people.  First it is 

important to note that there are more than fifty Congolese 

immigrant families in Philadelphia totaling about one 

hundred fifty people according to the President of the 

Congolese American Association in Philadelphia.  According 

to the same source the first known Congolese immigrant in 

Philadelphia is James Kasongo.  He arrived in Philadelphia 

in 1970.  

Much of the ignorance and confusion about Congo in the 

United States is the result of the country’s complex and 

unstable history.  Needless to say, without at least a 
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basic knowledge of Congolese history, it is unlikely that 

native-born Americans can appreciate the complicated and 

even traumatic cultural context from which Congolese 

immigrants have emerged.  The area now known as Democratic 

Republic of the Congo has itself had a shifting identity.  

It has been known by several names.  From 1885-1906 it was 

Congo Free State; from 1906-1960 it was Belgian Congo 

Congo/Leopoldville; from 1972-1997 it was Congo/Kinshasa, 

Zaire, and since 1997 it has been known as the Democratic 

Republic of Congo, DRC.  DRC is located in central Africa, 

covering an area estimated at 905,063 square miles 

(2,345,000 square kilometers), slightly less than one-

fourth the size of the U.S.  The country encompasses the 

entire Congo River Basin, the potential source of 13% of 

the world's hydroelectric power.  The Congo River Basin 

also contains one-third of Africa's rainforests, countless 

species of trees, and more than 10,000 species of flowering 

plants.  

Congo regained its independence from Belgium on 30 

June 1960.  It is now divided into 10 provinces and 1 city* 

(ville); Bandundu, Bas-Congo, Equateur, Kasai-Occidental, 

Kasai-Oriental, Katanga, Kinshasa*, Maniema, Nord-Kivu, 

Orientale, and Sud-Kivu.  In 2007, the population of Congo 
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was estimated at about 65.7 million people.  Its main 

religions are Roman Catholic (50%), Protestant (20%), 

Kimbanguist (10%), Muslim (10%), and other African beliefs 

10%.  About 400 ethnic groups speak more than 200 languages 

in Congo.  French is the official language; Lingala, 

Kikongo, Kiswahili and Tshiluba are national languages 

(World Fact; 2007).  (See Appendix E, Figure 3.  Map of the 

Four Congolese National Languages). 

Causes of Recent Wars 1998-2003 

Congo DRC is known for being a geological wonder 

because its soil contains almost all the minerals known to 

humankind today.  Congo’s natural resources include cobalt, 

copper, cadmium, petroleum, industrial gem diamond, gold, 

silver, zinc, radium, bauxite, magnesium, tin, germanium, 

iron, ore, coal, hydropower, timber, and coltan to name a 

few. 

Coltan especially, has increased in value, because it 

is the core for tantalum used in consumer electronics 

products such as cell-phones, DVD players, computers and 

game consoles (Ware, 2001, Congo War and the Role of 

Coltan).  Regional analysts say the international demand 

for coltan, short for columbite-tantalite, was one of the 
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driving forces behind the war in the Congo DRC, and the 

presence of rival militias in the country.  More than 3.3 

million people have died in the war in the Congo in the 

last six years, according to a study by the International 

Rescue Committee.  The same source states that more than 

two million people were internally or externally displaced. 

Education During Belgian Rule 

Congolese immigrants to the United States come from an 

educational tradition that rejected African values and 

norms and embraced a highly competitive Eurocentric model 

that limited access to education for colonized people.  

According to Georges Brausch (1961), [during the colonial 

period and before the recent wars] Congo had the highest 

developed primary educational system in tropical Africa.  

The Belgian government had given monopoly rights of 

education to the religious groups, so most of the schools 

were mission schools.  The mission schools accepted only 

students who would follow their religion.  In many 

instances the teachings in school undermined traditional 

African beliefs and values, generating in many African 

students a life-long sense of confusion and inferiority 
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that could only be resolved by rejecting either the African 

or the Colonial belief systems. 

By 1958-1959, 97 percent of all primary school-age 

children were attending racially segregated classes, and 

less than two percent of primary school students went on to 

secondary school.  Instruction was in native languages such 

as Kiswahili, Lingala, Tshiluba or Kikongo, with French – 

the official language and the language of the elite - 

taught only as a foreign language. 

Without a strong system of secondary and higher 

education, the Congolese, although more literate than many 

colonized peoples, were deprived of advanced intellectual 

training and development.  As a consequence both individual 

Congolese and the country as a whole were harmed, because 

the abilities of the people were not recognized, developed, 

or deployed.  There were only two universities to cater to 

all students in a country 80 times bigger than Belgium.  

The first was the Catholic University of Lovanium in 

Kinshasa (Leopoldville) with 365 students and the state 

university in Lubumbashi (Elizabethville) with 219 

students, which started in 1956.  Only very few students 

were allowed to study abroad (Okumu, 1963).  
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Education for women lagged far behind that of the men.  

In the early years, the Belgian administration was chiefly 

concerned with primary education for boys with a view to 

forming auxiliaries for the administration, and African 

parents did not realize the value of education for their 

daughters.  Only a very small portion of school-age girls 

went to school during colonial period (Slade, 1960, p.31). 

 

Congolese Education Today 

The education system in Congo DRC has greatly suffered 

from the ongoing violence.  War erupted in Congo 1998 and 

ended in 2003, but armed conflicts are reported still in 

some parts in the northeast and eastern Congo.  In Congo, 

school is not compulsory nor is it free, and as a result 

the enrollment is very low, particularly amongst girls (in 

2001, 66% of boys and 51% girls of primary age were 

enrolled according to UNICEF in The Impact of Armed 

Conflict on Children in the Democratic Republic of Congo 

(DRC), Watch list on Children and Armed Conflict, June 

2003.  The literacy rate among adults is 61%. 

The Congolese educational system is modeled on the 

French and Belgian system.  It has a pyramid structure, and 
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the quality among primary and secondary schools is uneven.  

Generally urban schools are better equipped with some 

school materials and qualified teachers, while rural 

schools, usually housed in mud or wood structures covered 

with straw, suffer from the lack of materials (Lututula & 

Pitshandenge, 2003).  

Only a selected group of students are allowed to 

proceed from primary to secondary schools, and fewer still 

go on to higher education and university.  In 2000, only 

42% of eligible students were attending primary school, 15% 

secondary school, and 0.7% university.  Boys greatly 

outnumbered girls at all levels of education; the wealthy 

send their children abroad to be educated, mainly in 

Western Europe and nowadays in South Africa. 

Primary education lasts for 6 years, and children 

attend from the age of 6.  Primary education is divided 

into three separate stages: Degré élémentaire, Degré moyen, 

Degré Terminal.  At the end primary education pupils take 

the “Examen de fin de cycle,” and if successful, they are 

awarded the “Certificat d’études Primaires” Certificate of 

Primary Studies (see Appendix E, Figure 4.  Certificate for 

the Completion of Primary Education).  This diploma gives 

access to secondary education (UNESCO-International 2003). 
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Secondary education covers short cycle (cycle court) 

up to 5 years in technical/vocational education, or long 

cycle (cycle long), consisting of 6 years in either general 

education or technical education.  Long cycle lasts 6 years 

from age 12.  At the end of secondary school, students sit 

an exam (Examen d’Etat) for the “Diplôme d’Etat d’Etudes 

Secondaires du Cycle Long” (UNESCO-International, 2003).  

In this chapter, I highlighted black immigration to 

the Unites States, and briefly described the education 

system in the Democratic Republic of the Congo.  I 

highlighted factors that might influence the success of 

African students in America.  I have indicated that the 

parents’ reasons for coming to America, their previous 

experience, education and school involvement, their socio-

economic status and their level of adjustment to American 

culture and lifestyle may greatly influence African 

students’ academic success.  

I provided background information about African 

immigration to the United stated.  I pointed out that 

although Africans were refused entrance to the united 

sates, recent immigration laws allowed Africans to 

immigrate to the United States, and their number has been 

increasing for the last thirty years.  This chapter also 
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provided information about the education system in Congo 

and the reasons for its decline at all levels.   
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CHAPTER 3 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

“Immigration has had such a profound effect on our  

society …And nowhere is that impact more obvious than in 

our schools.”  Monica Friedlander (1991). 

Introduction 

An overview of immigration literature shows that, 

despite the growing presence of African immigrant students 

in the nation’s largest cities and states, research about 

their schooling experience is extremely limited (Traore, 

2002).   

However, general literature about immigrants coming to 

the United States from other parts of the world is 

abundant.  It covers almost all aspects of the immigrants’ 

lives, from the reasons for coming to America to the 

difficulties encountered in adjusting to American life 

(Tyack 1974; Gordon 1964).  Many studies have been 

conducted on the education of immigrant children, some of 
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which tell the stories of immigrant students as they learn 

“America” in school, and how they negotiate the terrain 

between cultures (Bhatnagar, 1981; DeBurman; 2005; Dentler 

& Hafner, 1997; Olsen, 1997, Zhou, 1998).  Another body of 

literature examines educational opportunities for immigrant 

children (Dentler & Hafner, 1997).  Americanization, 

assimilation, and immigrant life are addressed in many ways 

and from all perspectives: political, religious, 

historical, etc. (Bhatnagar, 1970; Pozzetta, 1991, Ryan, 

1999).  However, literature about African immigrants, 

especially Congolese immigrants and their children’s 

educational experiences is scarce.  

The scarcity of resources about African immigrants 

means that the field is still vast and unexplored.  My 

investigations have uncovered no academic research within 

this field about Congolese parents’ experience in 

Philadelphia.  As a result, I have explored relevant 

information from a body of literature that pertains to 

other immigrant groups who encounter conditions similar to 

those experienced by Congolese immigrants.  Several studies 

of other immigrant groups identified six domains that are 

relevant to the lives of Congolese immigrant parents in 
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their interaction with the American schools.  The six 

domains are: 

 Reasons and motivations for coming to America 

 Ignorance and stereotypes about Africa and Africans 

 Expectations and disappointment 

 Differences in values at home and in America 

 Difficulties and challenges encountered 

 Satisfactions and dissatisfactions 

Most research about African immigrants is quantitative.  

Takougang (2003) examines reasons for coming to America.  

Ndubuike (2002) examines African immigrants’ expectations 

and disappointments.  Ndubuike also participates in a third 

body of quantitative literature that investigates the 

differences in values between home and America, the 

difficulties and challenges encountered by immigrants, and 

their satisfaction or dissatisfaction with American 

political and socio-economic life (Ndubuike, 2002).  Few 

qualitative studies exist, and those that do focus on 

strained relationships between African and African America 

students (Traore, 2002).  There is no qualitative study 

focusing on Congolese immigrants’ perceptions regarding 

their children’s educational experience of which I am aware 

of.  There is a need for literature that explores Congolese 
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immigrant parents’ educational experiences with their 

children.  My objective is for this study to contribute to 

filling that gap with knowledge about the culture and 

experience of Congolese immigrant parents in the context of 

the United States. 

Reasons and Motivations for Coming to America 

It is important to identify immigrants’ reasons for 

coming to America, because they can shed light on the 

reasons immigrant children succeed or fail in American 

schools.  For example, immigrants who come seeking a better 

education for their children will usually set goals that 

may enhance their children’s’ chances for success.  The few 

studies that exist distinguish between two groups of 

Africans on American soil.  The first group is made up of 

first-generation Africans who were forced to come to 

America by the millions during three centuries of slavery 

(Reimers, 2005).  The second group is made up of the 

Africans who have come to the United States thereafter; 

they are “second-generation” immigrants who voluntarily 

came in small numbers (Reimers, 2005; Takougang, 2003).  

This study is interested only in the “second generation” 

Congolese immigrants and their children born in Africa. 
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Stories about slavery and racism, the exorbitant cost 

of the trip and visa restriction hindered many Africans 

from immigrating to the United States after slavery ended 

(Bentley, 1981; Reimers, 2005).  However, when immigration 

laws changed in 1986, it became easier for African 

immigrants to obtain permanent status and remain in the 

United States (Ndubuike, 2002, Reimers, 2005).  As many 

Europeans immigrants who came to America between the 17th 

and 19th centuries to escape famine, political crises or 

religious percussions in their countries, the number of 

recent African immigrants who came to America has increased 

for personal, educational, political, economical, and 

religious reasons (Ndubuilke, 2002, Alobeyo, 2003).   

Among the few existing contributors to literature that 

examines the reasons people come to America, is Takougang 

(2003).  He conducted quantitative research among Africans 

living in the southern United States.  The results of his 

study suggested that severe economic difficulties, 

increased poverty and the political instability that has 

plagued many African countries in the last two decades have 

resulted in the large-scale migration of Africans to Europe 

and the United States.  The author did not conduct research 
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to determine the reasons and causes, but used secondary 

sources to write his article.  

Apraku (1991) contends that many African immigrants go 

to Western countries because they want to use the Western 

education they have received in African schools.  In 

Africa, Western countries and particularly the United 

States are portrayed as paradise -- the land of 

opportunity, abundance, and freedom.  America is portrayed 

as a land in which anyone can make their dream come true: 

Among African immigrants in America, many are 
parents who want their children to get a good 
education in America.  In Africa, parents and 
relatives encourage their loved ones to stay in 
America, get an education, make money, and help 
their relatives in Africa (Ndubuike, 2002).  
 

Studies about the reasons why Africans come to America 

reflect that it is not mere poverty or underdevelopment 

that is responsible for African migration to America.  

Apraku (1991) argues that it is also the limited capacity 

of African countries to absorb thousands of highly educated 

Africans. 
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Ignorance and Stereotypes about 

Africa and Africans 

“The darkest thing about Africa is America’s ignorance of 

it” (the Rev. James J. Robinson, 1979, cited by Rosemary 

Traore, 2002, p. 1). 

Literature that examines ignorance, misconceptions, 

and stereotypes is important to this study, because these 

factors have negative effects on the lives of African 

students in America.  According to de Marrais and LeCompte 

(1995) stereotyping consists of depicting people on the 

basis of preconceptions and limited information.  They 

argue that when stereotyping, people create caricatures 

that exaggerate perceived characteristics of a group, and 

they apply these caricatures unquestioningly to all members 

of the stereotyped group. 

African students are bullied, teased, and beaten in 

schools.  Strained relationships between African and 

African American students are frequent and not unlike the 

tensions created when African American children are 

integrated into predominantly white schools.  Traore (2002) 

found out that the causes of strained relationships are due 

to misconceptions, ignorance, and stereotypes about 
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Africans continually propagated among Americans, especially 

through the media.  

Before coming to America, the African child is told 

that he or she is the son or daughter of a noble clan.  

That child is told to be proud of his or her heritage and 

to be proud of his or her ancestors.  Once in America, 

Africans are shocked by Americans’ ignorance about Africa 

and Africans (Traore, 2002).  For many Americans, Africa 

and Africans evoke the cliché image of a dark continent, 

full of snakes, animals, barbarism, jungles, and savagery 

(Traore, 2002).  This is in part because, for several 

centuries, the American public has been fed with erroneous 

images of Africa and Africans.  Asante (1999), Hilliard III 

et al. (1990), and others provide several examples of 

ancient and recent writings from Western scholars depicting 

Africans as sub-human.  In their book, Infusion of African 

and African American Content in the School Curriculum, 

Hilliard III et al. (1990) provide several examples of 

Western philosophers and historians who began to propagate 

negative images about Africa and Africans.  They cite 

Hegel, who, they note, was never in Africa.  Hegel wrote in 

1831:  
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“This is the land [Africa] where men are 
children, a land lying beyond the daylight of 
self conscious history, and enveloped in the 
black color of night.  At this point, let us 
forget Africa not to mention it again …” (p. 
xiv). 
 

If Hegel never visited Africa, how did he know that 

Africans are children? More importantly, “Why Hegel 

propagated preconceived ideas about Africa and African?”  

Asante (1999) discusses a similar issue in his book The 

Painful Demise of Eurocentrism.  According to Asante, “The 

answer to the above question lies in the nature of racial 

supremacist theories” (p. 42).  Asante argues that “the 

early white writers of Africa’s history did not have Africa 

at the center of their thinking; they had the superiority 

of whites at their center” (p. 42).   

Hegel was not the only European scholar whose work has 

influenced negative Western images of Africa and Africans, 

as well as of other non-Western people.  The campaign to 

denigrate Africa and Africans was a collective enterprise 

to generate racist ideas and strategies that were 

perpetuated by other western scholars such as Hall (1904).  

Hall described Africans, Indians, and Chinese as members of 

‘adolescent races’ in a stage of incomplete growth” (p. 

xv).  Hegel and Hall might have learned about Africans from 
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the media.  Hilliard III et al. cite examples in popular 

culture of the mid-nineteenth century.  For example, in 

1856, Putnam’s Monthly reported:  

The minutest and the most careful researchers 
have as yet failed to discover a history or any 
knowledge of ancient times among the Negro races.  
They have invented no writing; not even, the 
crude picture writing of the lowest tribes; they 
have no gods and no heroes, no epic and no 
legends, not even simple traditions.  There never 
existed among them an organized government; they 
never ruled a hierarchy or an established a 
church” (in Hilliard III et al, 1990, pp. xv-
xvi). 

 
It is not the objective of this study to describe the 

magnificence and splendor of Africa through the Zulu, 

Kongo, Mali, Songhay, Ghana, and Ethiopia empires and 

kingdoms, some of which lasted over one thousand years 

(Asante, 1998; Williams, 1987).  It is, however, worth 

noting that both in the nineteenth century and today, few 

Americans know about the conquest of such heads of state 

and warriors as Shaka Zulu, Kongolo Mwamba, Msiri, 

Sumanguru and Wabogo, the King of the Mosi in today’s 

Burkina Faso, or Premph I of Asante Kingdom in modern Ghana 

(Williams, 1987).  American audiences are unaware of 

Menelek, the emperor of Ethiopia who defeated Italian 

campaigns against Ethiopia.  They are equally oblivious to 

the prowess of African leaders such as Nzinga Kuvu, a 
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death-defying Black Queen of Kongo Kingdom who was able to 

raise an army that resisted the Portuguese invasion for 

several years.  “Whoever heard of a woman general leading 

her armies in person?” (Williams, 1987, p. 256).  

Stereotypes of Africans past and present take no account of 

this sophisticated, powerful legacy that rightfully belongs 

to all Africans. 

Historian Chancellor Williams (1987) contends that the 

early Europeans writings about Africa, including the naming 

of African places and its peoples by Europeans and Arabs, 

reflect ignorance and arrogance.  The Western media and 

scholars have portrayed Africa as a dark continent, a 

jungle, and a land of chaos.  What is missing in the 

Western literature is that Western capitalism has prevented 

Africa’s development and has destroyed Africa’s culture 

(Rodney 1973; Williams 1987).  Western media portray Africa 

as a continent characterized by war, but what is missing 

from their accounts is how arms sales to Africa by Western 

superpowers have created and fostered African instability 

and crisis (Bender et al. 1986 cited by Rohr, 1986)).  

Although some efforts have been made to write an 

accurate history about Africa, these efforts have not yet 

been able to change the negative images some Americans have 
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about Africa and Africans.  Ryan (1999) points out that in 

a number of school textbooks, for example, American 

students are taught that Egypt is not considered a part of 

Africa.  The following example, provided by Anthony Browder 

(2000), shows even now, in this day and age, with the 

wealth of accessible information that exists, so many 

people remain ignorant about the history of Africa and 

Africans.  Browder reports that, in 1989, one African 

American girl visited Egypt with her father.  Upon their 

return from Egypt, the girl co-authored a book titled, My 

First Trip to Africa (1991).  Browder says that the book 

highlighted the African origins of Kemet and its influence 

on world civilization, all from the girl’s perspective.  

Later on a ten-year old boy used the book as a subject of a 

book report assignment in class; the boy’s teacher was 

furious, and reprimanded the boy in front of the class 

saying that his book report was not acceptable because it 

was entitled “My First Trip to Africa,” and the book report 

was about Egypt.  Then the teacher continued, and remarked: 

“Everyone knows that Egypt is not in Africa!”(Browder, 

2000, p. 244).  

In American studies, publications, and media, and in 

many school textbooks, Africa is still depicted as a 
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continent dominated by wars, famine, poverty, and political 

chaos (Ryan, 1999; Traore, 2002).  As a result of these 

myths and misinformation, African children are the object 

of ridicule in American society, especially in American 

schools.  The African children’s reaction to these insults 

is often the source of conflict between African and 

American students, especially African American students.  

There is a tendency among African immigrants to suggest 

that in many cases, African immigrant students relate 

better to white students than to African American students, 

but the reality is that African children are the object of 

overt mistreatment by African American students and covert 

racism by white students.  African children quickly find 

out that racism is everywhere, in all American 

institutions, including schools and churches (Ryan, 1999).  

African students are disappointed because in Africa, people 

believe that African Americans share their African heritage 

and should therefore maintain harmonious relationships with 

the African immigrants they meet.  However, Traore found 

that like their white peers, African American children say 

that African children stink, and that they are dirty, 

skinny, and poor (Traore, 2002).  Moreover, Traore’s 

African students in her study noticed that in America they 
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are judged according to the outside and not from the 

inside.  Numerous studies relate anecdotes such as the 

following: “Immigrant children from other continents also 

feel that the first thing American students say about 

immigrants coming to this country is that the immigrants 

wear dirty clothes.  One girl remembers her experience this 

way: 

They say: ‘Ooh! Look at her clothes.’ When I 
first came, they made fun of us.  That’s why 
clothes are so important to me.  Sometimes it is 
all that they think about.  A person is their 
clothes in America (Olsen, 1997, p. 46). 
 
Sociologists deMarrais and Lecompte (1999) point out 

that the term “race” is too vague to have much meaning for 

contemporary scientists.  They point out that biologists 

have found few genetic or real differences between members 

of so called racial groups.  deMarrais and LeCompte claim 

that the term “race” has social meaning; it is a social 

construct, in that what people believe about race 

determines how they relate to other groups of people.  They 

believe that often mistaken beliefs about racial and ethnic 

identities serve as the basis for prejudice, 

discrimination, and racist behavior (p. 221).  Racist 

theories about Black people have justified the demeaning 

treatment of people of color by arguing that black persons’ 
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brains are less developed than those of White people.  A 

recent interview conducted by Ted Koppel on Nightline 

demonstrated the effect racist thinking has on the self 

esteem of those oppressed.  Koppel’s interview with “an 

eight-year-old black girl in South Africa” is described in 

the article “Racism in America's Schools.” The girl 

described her shocked and bitter response to her first 

awareness of racial discrimination, and then told Koppel, 

"White people are better than Black people.  Whites know 

more, have more, and get more.  I wish I was white but I am 

not." The article continued, “American children of color do 

not have to contend with apartheid, but they still do not 

live in a prejudice-free society” (Beswick, 1990, ERIC 

Digest Series, Number EA 49).   

Myths about race have been perpetuated over and over 

in the media in the West, and in some American schools, 

racial theory is not only believed, but also acted upon.  

deMarrais and LeCompte observed that in the United States, 

categorization according to race and other ethnic 

identification has provided a means for setting up a 

hierarchy in which some groups are relegated to social and 

economic positions dominated by others (p. 228). 
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Ogbu (2003) reports that in one research study 

conducted in Oakland, California, 82% of the 1,300 students 

surveyed reported that people in their families and 

community believed that white people considered blacks less 

intelligent than the whites (p.79).  The American media has 

been feeding the public with negative images about Africa 

and Africans, portraying them as lacking intellectual 

capacities (Traore, 2002).  

Classroom Implications of Stereotypes  

and Ignorance 

In the classroom, demeaning terms from classmates have 

devastating effects on Congolese students in American 

schools.  Studies of Mexican students show that when 

constantly teased, debased and humiliated, students lost 

self esteem, which has been recognized as a major factor 

contributing to student failure (Trueba & Bartolome, 2000; 

Ogbu, 1987).  The interaction in a classroom between 

students and the teacher sometimes determines success of 

failure of the students because “Children internalize the 

teachers’ evaluations of them as well as their standing in 

the social organization of the classroom” (deMarrais & 

LeCompte, 1999, p. 211).  Sociologists deMarrais and 
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LeCompte (1999) contend that since children see the teacher 

as the authority figure and expert, they may blame 

themselves for their lack of ability and low status, or 

accept the image the teachers uses to describe them.  In 

addition, “children who accept the low place assigned to 

them grew up on the ‘wrong side of the tracks,’ [and] 

remain [there], and so do their children” (deMarrais & 

LeCompte, 1999, p. 189).  

According to deMarrais and LeCompte (1999), for the 

“inferior” students, teachers lower standards of 

performance, spend more time in discipline and less time in 

instruction, and teach more slowly.  Research has 

demonstrated that students treated in this manner paid less 

attention in class, came to define themselves as “poor 

students,” or “slow learners” or simply as “not college 

material” and they adjusted their performance standards and 

aspirations accordingly (p. 189).  

Expectations and Disappointment 

In his book, The Struggles, Challenges, and Triumphs 

of the African Immigrants in America, Ndubuike (2002) 

conducted an ethnographic study through observations and 

interviews among African immigrants living in the Houston 

area.  The purpose of his study was to examine the culture 
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of African immigrants, their struggles, challenges, and 

triumphs.  The study revealed that the expectations of many 

African immigrants who come to America was to get an 

education, work, make money, and return to Africa.  

However, Ndubuike noted that some African immigrants’ plans 

did not work out quite as they hoped.  They lost their 

place in their homeland, and couldn’t find a place in the 

new land.  They faced tumultuous situations: shattered 

dreams, broken relationships, unemployment, economic 

hardship, and health problems; their world seems to crumble 

before their eyes (Ndubuike, 2002, p. 96). 

In another study about immigrants, Olsen (1997) found 

that in American schools, immigrant parents and students do 

their best to integrate the American lifestyle with their 

countries’ lifestyles, only to discover with disappointment 

that these efforts do not make them “Americans.” Olsen 

(1997) observed that immigrant parents and their children 

are surprised that in America, people are treated according 

to the distinct divisions and groups to which they belong. 

According to Ndubuike (2002), African immigrants 

expect Americans to receive them with a level of respect 

akin to what they typically experience in other countries.  

Immigrants are frustrated by what they perceive as the lack 
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of moral and social values in American lifestyles, and they 

begin to think that America is not the paradise portrayed 

in the Western media.  

Studies about Africans in the United States report 

that one of the first shocks for the male African immigrant 

is when he was told that to survive in America he has to 

wash dishes in restaurants, clean rooms in hotels, or make 

people’s beds.  In Africa this is considered “women’s 

work.” In the African sense, the notion of “women’s work” 

supports the idea that the social roles of the sexes are 

complementary rather than competitive (Mbiti, 1969; 

Mukenge, 2002).  Once in America, the immigrant also is 

told that he has to take more than one job in order to 

survive and support his family.  If the immigrant is a 

parent and goes to school, he or she has to go from work to 

school and from school to work (Ndubuike, 2002). 

In a study about African immigrants in America, Apraku 

(1991) asked Africans in America what they miss most about 

their countries.  Apraku found the responses were largely 

unanimous: “family; friends; the friendly African 

atmosphere; the sense of belonging and recognition; and the 

opportunity to meaningfully contribute to their countries 

and communities” (Apraku, 1991, p. 4).  Apraku’s study 
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found that although Africans are sometimes satisfied with 

many aspects of American life, most report that nothing can 

compare to the friendly, stress-free communal life in 

Africa. 

Differences in Values at Home and in 

the United States 

The cultural and historical backgrounds of people in 

Africa and the U.S differ considerably.  It is important to 

understand typical African values in order to understand 

African immigrant students and the way in which they 

struggle to assimilate to the American mainstream society.  

In this section, I will discuss major differences in values 

between Africa and the United States mainstream that can 

affect African immigrants’ education.  The United States is 

a country of diversity with many subcultures, (Tyack, 1974; 

Waters, 1999); in this section, I will use the term 

“American values” to refer to the dominant Anglo Saxon 

middle class values that dictate school curricula and 

activities (DeMarrais & LeCompte, 1995; Tyack, 1974, 

Woodson, 1998).  

Scholar Suárez-Orozco (2001) argues that globalization 

is the reason that immigrant children are entering United 

States schools in unprecedented numbers, yet the experience 
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and cultures of immigrant students remain understudied 

areas.  Although some European cultural traits are found in 

Africa as a result of European colonization, most 

traditional African values have resisted the European 

cultural invasion.  Therefore it is safe to affirm that 

African cultures exist and that Africans have retained 

African values despite Western and Arab invasions (Asante, 

1988).  “Modern life” and exposure to globalization are 

trying to replace African values with new ones, but African 

values are not wiped out (Mbiti, 1969).  Africans live in a 

kind of dual system, the European system and also the 

traditional system.  Africans use Europeans languages, 

political, educational and economic system, but at the same 

time they speak their own languages and have their own life 

style in daily life outside the formal setting. 

Self-empowerment and African Students’  

School Success 

African values are strongly influenced by traditional 

values which exalt and emphasize respect of self and of 

others.  In both American and African culture, there is an 

understanding that self-respect is an empowering quality 

that will help both children and adults achieve their 

goals.  However, one of the major differences between 
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Africa and America is the way that these values are taught 

and exemplified.  American children are taught to speak up, 

ask questions and challenge assumptions in order to become 

confident, successful and educated adults; they are taught 

that it is most important to earn the respect of their 

peers, rather than the respect of their parents and 

teachers.  However, In African cultures, children are 

expected to respect and obey their parents, teachers and 

any other elders.  By complying with these expectations, it 

is believed that children will learn not only what their 

elders have to teach them, but also self control, tact, 

humility and self-respect (Mbiti, 1969).   

African scholar and theologian John Mbiti (1969) 

reports that many African people cherish the virtue of 

self-control.  Mbiti gives the example of Nandi people of 

Kenya whose adolescents are trained in self control or 

self-empowerment similar to the Chagga peoples of Tanzania.  

Educator and scholar Mosha (2000) describes one of the 

examples in which adolescent boys and girls are left by 

themselves to test their self-control and self empowerment.  

Mosha reports that in many African cultures, boys and girls 

are allowed out in an evening floodlit with moonlight.  

Adolescent girls and boys are allowed to play outside in 
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pairs with a partner of opposite sex.  They talk, play, 

sing and generally have a good time together, without any 

adult supervision, but they are not to engage in sexual 

relations.  Mosha (2000) has studied these adolescent 

groups in Tanzania, and concluded: “It is the unique 

opportunity for them to practice self-control where nobody 

is watching them (p. 110).”  Mosha continues and reports 

that in some cases adolescents were allowed to share the 

same bed at night, but again, sexual relations were 

forbidden.  The test exists to determine to find out if 

adolescent boys and girls can exercise self-control and 

show respect without the presence of an adult.  This 

principle of self-empowerment suggested that adolescents 

could demonstrate maturity and self-control, even when they 

are unobserved.  Mosha (2000) argues that this exercise 

tested not only sexual self-control for boys and girls, but 

also the ability to avoid other anti-social behavior, such 

as stealing, drunkenness, cruelty, or other destructive 

behavior that would compromise family honor (p. 109).  

According to scholar Mosha (2000), African children 

achieve self control and empowerment through their parents’ 

demands to respect social and family norms.  Mosha argues 

that parents expect children to continue to obey societal 
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norms even when they are unsupervised.  In the context of 

the classroom, Mosha observed that African children are 

expected to be very concerned with their parents’ 

expectations and evaluations.  Most work diligently to earn 

high grades so they can avoid being sent home to the 

disgrace of their family.  Overall then, the African 

principles of rearing children to reach self-empowerment 

can pay off in the classroom by eliciting from students 

attentive behavior, respect for teachers, and dedication to 

studies.  In American classrooms, children feel the most 

pressure to conform to their peers’ expectations rather 

than to the expectations of their parents and teachers.  

This apparent difference in priorities and expectation 

confuses many African immigrant students.  

Another difference between Africa and American values 

is the degree to which community interdependence or 

interconnectedness is recognized.  According to the African 

world view as described by Tanzanian scholar Mosha (2000), 

African children exist in a universe that is a living web 

of an interconnected and interdependent whole.  Each 

component of the universe is intimately connected with all 

others.  The concept of interdependence among people and 

the rest of the universe are reflected in the way one 
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action can affect the rest of the family or the universe.  

Pierre Ernyl (1973) contends that the African cosmos is 

like a spider web: its least element cannot be touched 

without making the whole vibrate.  Everything is connected, 

interdependent. 

The Concept of African Family 

The concept of family constitutes a difference between 

Africa and America.  In Africa the large family unit, or 

the actual family, is the most important agent of 

education, teaching children how to be human.  Mosha 

describes the African family as “a window and gateway to 

the world” (Mosha, 2002, p. 35).  No one person can single-

handedly raise a child as successfully as a family can.  

The African saying that “it takes the whole village to 

raise a child,” means that biological parents, brothers, 

sisters, uncles, aunts, nephews, nieces, grandparents, 

grandchildren, and even the “living dead” participate to 

the education of a child in different ways (Mbiti, 1969, 

Mosha, 2000).  According to Hill (1997) a major difference 

between family organization in the West and in Africa is 

their different emphasis on kinship patterns based on 

conjugality, marriage ties, or consanguinity, blood ties.  



63 
 
Hill argues that in the West, the conjugal unit or the 

nuclear family is the primary building block of Western 

family organization for household formation, decision 

making, property transmission, and socialization of 

children.  On the other hand, Hill points out that 

consanguinity cores are the building block of African 

families.  These consanguinity networks, Hill argues, may 

include various conjugal households that contain husbands 

and wives or parents and children.  Sudarkasa (1988) 

observes that the co-resident extended family in Africa 

occupies a group of adjoining or contiguous dwellings known 

as a “compound.” Upon marriage, Africans do not normally 

form new, isolated households, but instead “join a compound 

in which the extended family of the groom, or that of the 

bride, is already domiciled” (p. 31).  Mosha, Mbiti and 

others assert that through the family, infants, children, 

and adolescents come to know, learn, and practice the 

collective wisdom of their people.  

Moreover, African societies tend to be child-centered.  

Africans place a high value on children.  Kenyatta (1983) 

wrote that African families are neither patriarchal nor 

matriarchal.  Rather, the African family is best understood 

as child-centered, as oriented toward reproduction and 
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sustenance of African life.  Scholar Nobles (1974) cited by 

Hill (1970), observes that this importance is deeply rooted 

in African heritage and philosophical orientation, which 

places special value on children because they represent the 

continuity of life.  Almost in all Africans regard the bond 

between mother and child as the keystone of all social 

relations.  Childlessness is felt by Africans as the 

greatest of all personal tragedies and humiliation, while 

prolific child-bearing is honored.  A mother or a father of 

many children boasts of her or his achievement and is given 

a ceremony of congratulations.  In many parts of Africa, 

parents are called not by their names, but are referred to 

as the mother or the father of one of their children.  In a 

culture where children are the source of high social 

status, parents are willing to pay any price to raise and 

help their children succeed: “No sacrifice is too big for 

your child,” parents say (Mosha, 2000, p. 37).  This 

attitude and spirit of sacrifice about children is the 

driving force for many African immigrants to come to the 

United States and endure all kinds of hardships and 

obstacles; they want to secure the best possible future for 

their children. 
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The Meaning of Silence in African Culture 

Another big difference between African and American 

culture is the value given to silence or quietness.  

Mosha’s study among many African people's views silence not 

as an absence or vacuum, or sign of passivity, but rather 

as a positive force that nourishes thinking and reflection 

and thus improves the quality of subsequent speech (p. 

113).  Mosha argues that the African value of silence is 

similar to that expressed by the English saying that 

“silence is golden.”  Mosha’s study found that there are 

six levels of meaning in the fundamental virtue of silence: 

(a) the ability to control one’s tongue and one’s tendency 

to speak; (b) the ability to speak little vis-à-vis 

speaking a lot or speaking incessantly.  In other words, 

this means that “it is possible to talk a lot but say very 

little”– you are talking a lot, but you aren’t saying 

anything!” (c) Silence is necessary for good listening: 

“you have one mouth, but two ears, so talk once and listen 

twice.” (d) silence is reflective – it helps in the process 

of thinking; (e) silence is a home, in which important, 

secret, and confidential matters rest secure, (f) silence 

facilitates the art of speaking; enabling one to choose 

words carefully and speak well when it is time to speak; 
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(“so that one’s subsequent speech has well chosen words and 

phrases” (Mosha, 2000, pp. 113-117).  

Silence is not accorded these values in the American 

classroom.  In fact, children are most often required to be 

active participants in class activities and to speak as 

often as possible.  In some classrooms, children are 

encouraged to speak without raising their hands first, and 

the teacher encourages speaking by telling children “there 

is no right or wrong answer.”  In this setting, African 

children, observing their traditional, valued silence, can 

appear to Americans to be passive, shy, ignorant or 

backward, while Africans interpret the American 

assertiveness as being boastful, rude or arrogant. 

The Educational Consequences in the Difference in  

Value between Africa and America 

Although many African immigrants have some 

appreciation for American schools in regard to academic 

subjects, some parents complain that their children are 

losing their African values and, contrary to what they 

expected, their children are not learning anything valuable 

in American schools (Traore, 2002).  Traore’s study even 

found that some African parents think they made a mistake 

bringing their children to America.  They think their 
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children are wasting their time in American schools, 

because academically and socially their children do not 

demonstrate learning that can compare to what students 

achieve in some of the schools in Africa (Traore, 2002, pp. 

3-4). 

In Africa, people are told stories about American 

schooling, but they are not told the whole story.  They are 

told, for example, that education in America is different 

in many ways.  For example, Africans hear that American 

children go to school free of charge.  They do not have to 

worry about receiving a long list of books for the parents 

to buy.  They do not wear uniforms, but rather wear their 

street clothes to school.  They even eat breakfast and 

lunch in school!  They can talk back to the teacher without 

a whipping.  When students come late to school, they can 

pick up a paper from the office and walk right into the 

class (Ndubuike, 2002).  But the people in Africa do not 

hear stories about school violence, safety issues, and the 

lack of discipline in American schools. 

In America, although African students spend a 

considerable amount of time in school, they return to their 

homes and experience the difference in African and American 

values.  This can even lead to conflicts.  For example, in 
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American schools, children are expected to look the teacher 

in the eye, while at home this would be considered an 

unacceptable act of insolence (Robinson, 2004).  

Bhatnagar (1981) observed the way dominant culture is 

transmitted through school curriculum, and said: 

“ethnocentrism has been the hallmark of American education-

the schools were called upon to transmit American values to 

the next generations and little else.” (p. 219).  It seems 

that American values tend to reflect Western values which 

is why so many Africans “fail to understand” the Black 

Americans who look like them.  Table 2 (American Values) 

lists in alphabetical order seventeen American values.  In 

their book entitled Social Foundations of American 

Education (Second Edition), scholar Sorow et al.(2000) 

point out that the seventeen value clusters have turned up 

in several of the classic sociological studies of American 

culture.  Sorow et al. (2000) have written extensively 

about the foundations of education, and they have been 

widely cited.  Sorrow et al. argued that in reviewing the 

list of American values, it is important to recognize that 

while some of these values are closely related, others are 

not.  However, Sorow et al. points out that in some of 

these values, in fact, are in direct conflict with one 
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another (p. 12).  Although the list of American values may 

not be exhaustive, some of them are easily recognizable in 

American public school, such as competition, individualism, 

and materialism. 

     Challenges, Struggle and Difficulties Encountered 

Language Difficulties 

The purpose of this section is to examine the 

educational consequences of the challenges and struggles 

immigrant students encounter in mainstream American 

society.  Immigrant children may experience disadvantages 

in American schools due to a language barrier, cultural 

differences and social interactions that can create  

Table 2.  American Values 
 
 
American Values 
 

1. Achievement, especially economic success and other tangible signs of 
accomplishment. 

2. Activity both valued as an end in itself and as the basis for 
achievement. 

3. Compassion, as a desire to relieve suffering, particularly of those seen 
as innocent victims of misfortune. 

4. Competition, the belief that rewards should be based on performance 
rather than on need or inheritance. 

5. Conformity reflected in widespread informal pressures for adherence to 
public standards of behavior. 

6. Democracy, the idea that government rests on the consent of the governed, 
and that individuals have inalienable rights that the state must respect.

7. Efficiency, a belief for simple, direct approaches that make maximum use 
of resources. 

8. Equality, a belief that there is no natural or pre-ordained hierarchy 
among human beings. 

9. Freedom defined as resistance to coercive authority; but some degree of 
restraint is considered legitimate if based on common consent. 

10. Individuality, the conviction that each person has intrinsic worth; 
hence, human rights in here in the individual rather in the group. 
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11. Materialism expressed in the desire for highest possible standard of 

living and, more concretely, in consumption of personal goods and 
services. 

12. Novelty, the preference for new ideas and objects over traditional ones. 
13. Racism, belief and practices based on the premise that some groups are 

naturally superior or inferior to others. 
14. Religion reflected higher levels of beliefs in God and in more active 

denominational membership than are found in most other industrial 
nations. 

15. Secularism, the belief that religion is properly part of private or 
personal sphere of life, and should thus be separated from the state and 
other public functions. 

16. Technological progress, as in interest in permanent improvement of the 
social environment and mastery of the natural environment through the 
application of science. 

17. Traditional morality, especially the favoring of restraint over 
indulgence in personal conduct. 
 

Source: Serow et al (2000). Social Foundations of American Education (Second 
Edition). Durham, North Carolina:  Carolina Academic Press.  (pp. 12-13). 
 
conflict between the immigrant student and the school 

(Portes & Rumbaut, 2006).  Portes and Rumbaut (2006) argue: 

“Proficiency in the dominant language of the host country 

may have direct effects on school enrollment and academic 

performance for immigrant children” (p. 10).  I will begin 

by discussing this most basic obstacle: the language 

barrier.  

A child’s success in school depends on being able to 

understand and speak the mainstream language.  African 

immigrant students and other immigrant groups have to learn 

to speak American Standard English.  In many schools in 

America, students from the so-called “English-speaking” 

countries, such as Liberia, Sierra Leone, Ghana, Kenya 

where English is the language of instruction, find they 

must enter the English as a Second Language (ESL) program.  
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These students are taught in different classes by special 

teachers using special programs.  Olsen (1997) argues that 

by separating children on the basis of language, the 

schooling process itself segregates, discriminates and 

excludes.  Olsen (1997) says that this type of tracking 

constitutes “unseen” racial sorting of students and school 

programs, and therefore reflects the politics and practices 

of the larger community (p. 120).  Immigrant children 

notice the difference in treatment among classmates, but do 

not understand the process by which they are differently 

treated (Olsen, 1997).  

Another body of literature explores language 

challenges immigrants face.  For example, Trueba and 

Bartolome (2000) observed that when immigrant families 

settle in the United States, one of the problems both 

parents and children face is the language barrier.  The 

language of the mainstream (Standard English) constitutes 

the first obstacle African students face when they enter 

American schools.  

 Most American schools ignore immigrant students’ 

previous language knowledge.  Many African immigrant 

students speak more than one language when they come to 

America.  Igoa (1995) argue that immigrant students’ 
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competency in many languages should be recognized because 

the recognition of students’ fluency in two or more 

languages cultivates continuity between school knowledge 

and home or community-based values.  However, it is a fact 

that many American teachers speak only one language, and 

thus, they cannot help immigrants who struggle with 

English. 

The speed at which language is spoken is a source of 

difficulty even for children from the so-called English 

speaking countries.  Some immigrant children report that 

they are not able to participate in class because Americans 

speak faster than people in their home countries.  Thus 

some children prefer to be quiet.  One immigrant student in 

lower grade said: 

I usually think about what I’m going to say  When 
I have something to say, I think about it first; 
but I usually take too long because by the time I 
want to say it, we have already passed that point 
and we’re moving on to the next question (Ioga, 
1995, p. 89).  
 

Another language challenge immigrant students encounter is 

related to the cultural meaning of silence or the natural 

quiet behavior of a child.  If the immigrant child is 

naturally a quiet person and if his or her past schooling 

experience and home culture required children to listen and 
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be quiet, this child will have yet another difficulty to 

overcome in order to participate in American classroom 

activities.  

In spite of the abovementioned difficulties, some 

African immigrant parents believe that an American 

education is still worth much more to their children than 

the education their child would have received in Africa.  

For that reason they accept the challenges and difficulties 

that their children go through in American schools (Traore, 

2002; Ndubuike, 2002). 

Stressing the importance of English in United States 

life and schools, Olsen (1997) points out that, according 

to formal school policy, law and program design, the 

educational task of becoming “American” is viewed as a 

matter of becoming English speaking.  Olsen continues and 

states that the role of the school in “Americanizing” 

immigrants and addressing issues of national origin is 

viewed as a matter of taking non-English-speaking students 

and making them fluent English speakers.  For this reason, 

Olsen (1997) argues that no other aspect of immigrant 

adjustment to life in the U. S. receives as much attention 

and effort as the task of teaching and learning English.  

Framed in demand for strengthening English as the common or 
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only language of the nation, legislation and initiatives 

throughout the country have focused on the need to demand 

allegiance to and use of English as a requirement for those 

living in the United States English has become the major 

public issue in the socialization of immigrant children in 

the United States (Olsen, 1997). 

Overcrowded Classrooms and School Violence 

Most African immigrant children are concentrated in 

urban schools.  Therefore, in addition to the demeaning 

treatment and teasing they encounter, the African children 

who attend public schools must also overcome the same set 

of difficulties their urban American peers face: “… 

overcrowding, outdated materials, violence, drugs, foul 

language, and absenteeism of both teachers and students – 

that are endemic to American urban schools” (Traore, 2002, 

p. 4).  There is therefore a conflation of issues that 

makes it difficult to know where the weight of the problems 

rest: Is it the system designed to educate minority 

children that is the problem, or is it a problem caused by 

multicultural dynamics in a multiethnic society? 

According to Ryan’s school experience with black 

students in American schools, black students face 
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particular kinds of struggles.  For example, students of 

black African heritage, particularly males, struggle 

against the stereotype that they possess unique athletic 

abilities and will not hesitate to employ them when they 

see fit (Ryan, 1999, p. 103).  If the black African male is 

not accused of abusing his physical strength, the African 

male student is the object of incessant harassment.  One 

African boy recalls: 

When I first came here (in the United States) – 
you know, you come to school to do what you have 
to do – I didn’t want to join up for any sports.  
But for three months, I kept being harassed by 
teachers and the teachers kept on saying, ‘Oh 
yeah, you know, you’re black, you can play 
sports; you know, what’s wrong with you?’…Like 
they do what they have to do to get you on the 
team, if you’re a good sportsman.  But I didn’t 
want to play any sports and they kept harassing 
me.  Then finally they got the hint (Ryan, 1999, 
p. 105). 

 
In their study on immigrant children, Suárez-Orozco 

and Suárez-Orozco (1986) found that “segregated and poor 

neighborhoods are more likely to have dysfunctional schools 

characterized by an ever-present fear of violence, 

distrust, low expectations, and institutional anomie.”  

Suárez-Orozco and Suárez-Orozco (1986) said that these 

schools typically have limited and outdated resources and 

offer an inferior education. They described the schools 
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that had buildings that are poorly maintained, and as a 

rule classrooms are overcrowded.  Like Suárez-Orozco and 

Suárez-Orozco, Waters and Ueda (2007) also found that many 

of the teachers in poor neighborhoods may not have 

credentials in the subjects they teach.  Textbooks and 

curricula are outdated; computers are few and obsolete.  

Clearly defined tracks sentence immigrant students to non-

college destinations.  Lacking English skills, many 

immigrant students are enrolled in the least demanding 

classes, which eventually exclude them from courses needed 

for college.  Such settings undermine students’ ability to 

sustain motivation and academic engagement (Waters & Ueda, 

2007, p. 249). 

Reporting on school violence, Waters wrote: 

Violence and the fear of violence dominate school 
life in the United States for the teachers and 
students.  During the school year 1990 and 1991, 
United States guards detected and confiscated 
1,779 weapons in the city schools.  In that year 
there were 3,843 serious incidents reported by 
the Board of Education.  Among these serious 
incidents reported included assaults, robberies, 
sex offenses, and drug and weapons possessions.  
There were fifty-six incidents involving guns, 
including shootings of sixteen students, five 
teachers, two parents, and one police officer on 
school grounds (Waters 1999, p. 259). 
 
In April 2007, the whole world watched the horror at 

Virginia Tech.  A 22 year old boy killed 31 students and 
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teachers before he took his own life.  “Thirty-two people 

were killed, along with a gunman, and at least 15 injured 

in two shooting attacks at Virginia Polytechnic Institute 

on Monday during three hours of horror and chaos on this 

sprawling campus” (Broder, 2007, Massacre in Virginia; 32 

Shot Dead in Virginia, Worst U.S Gun Rampage).  In this 

Virginia Tech was not alone.  School violence in the United 

States is not uncommon.  The idea that school safety is a 

shared responsibility was echoed by the U.S. Secretary of 

Education:  

What we found in our meetings with students, law 
enforcement experts, community members, education 
and mental health professionals and state and 
local leaders all over the nation is safety is a 
shared responsibility that requires cooperation, 
communication and commitment on all sides. (U.S. 
Department of Education 2007, Statement by 
Secretary Spellings on Report to President Bush 
on American Schools' Safety).   

 
School violence in the U.S. is so critical that higher 

education authorities continue tirelessly to seek ways and 

means to address school violence.  For example, the U.S. 

Secretary of Education Margaret Spellings made the 

following statement regarding the Report to the President 

on issues raised by the Virginia Tech Tragedy: “Nothing is 

more important to Americans than the safety of their 

children.  That is why President Bush asked for 

http://www.hhs.gov/vtreport.html�
http://www.hhs.gov/vtreport.html�
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recommendations on preventing school violence following the 

events at Virginia Tech that united this nation in sorrow 

and shock.” (Ed. Gov. U.S. Department of Education News, 

Press Releases, 2007).  

The idea that school safety is a shared responsibility 

was echoed by the U.S. Secretary of Education: “What we 

found in our meetings with students, law enforcement 

experts, community members, education and mental health 

professionals and state and local leaders all over the 

nation is safety is a shared responsibility that requires 

cooperation, communication and commitment on all sides” 

(Ed.gov, news, pressure, 2007).  

Americanization of Immigrant Students: Pressure  

to Conform to Mainstream Culture 

The fourth and probably the most powerful type of 

struggle is the Americanization of the immigrant children.  

Immigrant students in American are told to think, feel, 

speak, and behave according to American mainstream culture 

(Tyack, 1974).  In the Americanization process of children 

of the first European immigrants, Italian, Greek, Russian, 

and Polish children went through school system and were 

transformed into American kids, but not without a struggle.  



79 
 
Today’s African immigrant children also struggle with the 

process.  

Immigrant children might look, talk and act like 

mainstream Americans, but this appearance hides a host of 

difficulties that have yet to receive sufficient, serious 

attention.  For example, the pain and confusion of feeling 

ashamed of their parents and grandparents has not been 

sufficiently documented in college texts (Igoa, 1995).  In 

his study about immigrant students in the United States, 

Bhatnagar (1981) found that American schools do not 

encourage immigrant children to preserve their culture.  On 

the contrary, he found that American schooling combats 

cultural pluralism by discouraging immigrant students from 

speaking their native languages and displaying behaviors 

that reflect their cultures.  

In the painful process of Americanization, Olsen, 1997 

found that there are three parts: the first consists of 

marginalizing and isolating the immigrant students 

academically, by telling the student that he or she is 

performing at a lower academic level than most of his or 

her age group.  The second requires immigrant students to 

become English-speakers, and by so doing, the student has 

to drop his or her native language to participate in the 
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academic and social life of the school.  The third is 

pressure on the students to find and take their place in 

the racial hierarchy of the United States (Olsen, 1997).  

As a result of Americanization, immigrant students face 

adjustment and identity preservation conflicts.  They 

experience difficulty understanding their own cultural 

identity because of their dual cultural and language 

experience.  Igoa reports that one of her immigrant 

students told her: “It is hard for me, because at school I 

speak English, but at home I speak another language” (Igoa, 

1995, p. 90).  

Identity preservation is one of the biggest challenges 

immigrants face in America, because they experience great 

pressure to conform to American mainstream culture.  In her 

classroom experiences with immigrant children, Igoa (1995) 

observed that some immigrant children felt the need to 

“assimilate” to avoid being the butt of name-calling and 

teasing from American children who have not learned to 

appreciate cultural differences as positive.  In this 

context, children who want to “assimilate,” make special 

effort to integrate the host country’s culture represented 

in the classroom.  
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Ryan (1999) conducted a critical case study in one 

Canadian high school with a 60% foreign-born student 

enrollment.  Data for this study were gathered from 

observations and in-depth interviews with 40 out of 1,700 

students, six parents, and 25 staff members.  The objective 

of the investigation was to explore representations of race 

and ethnicity at a multi-ethnic high school.  Ryan examined 

identity issues among immigrant students, most whom came 

from the Philippines and China – countries that share some 

commonalities with the Congolese culture of my study 

subjects.  As African countries, the cultures of the 

Philippines and China identify people by ethnicity and 

nationality, but not by skin color.  The students in Ryan’s 

study, therefore confronted a similar disconnect between 

their native concepts of identification, and those that 

were placed upon them in their adopted land. 

Peer Pressure: Pressure to Assimilate 

According to deMarrais and LeCompte (1995), “Peer 

pressure refers to people who share relationships because 

of special characteristics such as age, race, gender, or 

professional or social status” (p. 321).  In the context of 

this study, peer pressure referred to the stress Congolese 
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immigrant children felt as a result of bullying and name 

calling from native-born schoolmates because Congolese 

immigrant students dress, speak, and sometimes act 

differently from the mainstream society.  Educator Igoa has 

studied immigrant children problems in American classrooms.  

Igoa (1995) found that although the immigrant children’s 

initial reaction to the new country has been one of 

excitement and curiosity, the immigrant children soon 

became depressed as they felt the pressure to adapt and 

experienced the loss of their native language and culture.  

In some cases, Igoa (1995) found that the immigrant 

children had the difficulty adjusting to a different, less 

rigid type of school system.  As a result of profound 

change and pressure to assimilate, the immigrant children 

faced cultural shock characterized by difficulties the 

children encountered in the U.S. school, primarily because 

they found that things were different, for example class 

schedules from 8:00 a.m. to 3:00 p.m., transportation to 

school by school bus, lunch, desk arrangements, and 

discipline in the classroom (Igoa, 1995).  

When African students go to American schools, the 

American children make fun of the way they dress, just as 

American children make fun of the other immigrant groups, 
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as demonstrated in the quote above.  African children are 

shocked that American children are so preoccupied with 

outside appearances, and usually give little thought to the 

character, personality or feelings of each other or their 

immigrant peers.  African children report that, when 

someone looks different from American children, he or she 

is ridiculed.  African children are confused when they 

experience this type of teasing, because in Africa, 

children are told to respect strangers (Mbiti, 1969; Mosha, 

2000; Mukenge, 2002). 

Robinson reports that some students accepted the 

notion that looking like an American is better than looking 

like themselves and other members of their ethnic group.  

Igoa’s study of immigrant children supports Robison’s 

findings.  She found that some immigrant students begin to 

have their hair fixed in the American ways, shake hands or 

get other American cultural habits because they do not want 

to be recognized as Indians, Asians, etc.  By doing this 

they hope to be identified more as American (Ioga, 1995). 

In American schools, the experiences and knowledge of 

immigrant children are seldom recognized; instead, they are 

treated as blank slates or empty vessels (Freire, 1993).  

The African immigrant student’s culture, identity and 
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language are not only ignored, but are also ridiculed and 

despised to the point that the African student’s self 

esteem is seriously damaged (Robinson, 2004).  Robinson 

(2004) suggests that schools should help by expanding upon 

the immigrant students’ previous identity and notions of 

self, even as they also begin to see themselves as 

“American.” He is against the Americanization programs that 

try to eradicate the immigrants’ language and ethnic 

cultural habits.  Robinson argues that Americanization 

should teach American habits to immigrant children without 

underestimating the influence of the immigrant children’s 

previous experiences and the influence of their parents. 

Once in America, the African immigrants realize that 

things are not as easy as they expected.  In his study 

conducted among Africans living in Philadelphia, Alobeyo 

(2003) interviewed hundreds Africans from all walks of 

life.  He hoped to identify the challenges and difficulties 

African immigrants face and begin a church that could meet 

their various needs.  Alobeyo (2003) found that adjustment 

to a new life was a big challenge among African immigrants, 

often in ways that are so obvious, observers can overlook 

them.  For example, the Africans in his study report that 

they had to learn to adjust to a four-season climate, 
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rather than their native two seasons in Africa.  This 

adjustment included needing to buy more and different 

clothing for themselves and their families.  Additional 

adjustments covered a range of issues:  they had to learn 

to adjust to America’s more competitive and fast-paced 

society.  They had to learn to work in an environment that 

rewarded individualism and consumerism and that expected 

them to keep up with seemingly constant technological 

innovations, all while learning American English and 

encountering racism, distain, and anti-immigrant sentiments 

on a daily basis (Alobeyo, 2003). 

Alobeyo (2003) found that racism and discrimination 

were primary obstacles to his subjects.  Alobeyo argues 

that despite the laws prohibiting racial discrimination, 

like their ancestors before them, blacks in Philadelphia 

are victims of racism and the subjects of demeaning 

stereotypes that date back centuries.  Cultural bias and 

bigotry undermined immigrants’ previous educational 

accomplishments.  Alobeyo reports that in many cases, some 

college degrees from Africa were not recognized in American 

colleges and universities.  Some Africans were required to 

take the same classes for the second time, because their 

African credentials were judged inferior.  This is not only 
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discouraging, but also difficult because it requires yet 

more money, more time and more sacrifice from the 

immigrants (Alobeyo, 2003). 

Although many African immigrants accept these 

challenges to obtain college or graduate degrees from 

American universities, they still find they face 

discrimination in the job market.  Statistics show that 

African immigrants have the higher rates of college 

graduation than white Americans, African Americans and 

Asian Americans, but African immigrants still have a hard 

time finding jobs that match their qualifications.  Thus, 

it is not unusual to see many well-educated Africans 

working in blue-collar jobs.  As Tricia Hepner discovered, 

“It is not unusual to find former chemical engineers, 

surgeons, or university professors driving taxicabs (Tricia 

Hepner, African Immigrant Directory; The Journal of Blacks 

in Higher Education, No. 26, Winter, 1999-2000, pp. 60-61).  

The other alternative available to African immigrants is to 

begin their own small businesses, such as neighborhood 

groceries, homes cleaning services, hair salons, or music 

studios.  
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Immigrant Child’s Identity Construction 

Scholar Deaux (2006) argues that the immigrant is not 

simply a number or a static condition, but rather is the 

‘site’ or person for a variety of social psychological 

processes, which are captured by the general rubric of 

identity negotiation.  Deaux (2006) believes that it is at 

this ‘site’ that the experience of being an immigrant 

becomes real, forming and changing within a societal 

context of people and places (Deaux, 2006, p. 7).  

According to Deaux (2006), identity here is conceived very 

broadly, including self-definition, language usage, social 

and cultural habits, friendship networks, and other 

significant aspects of social and psychological life. Deaux 

(2006)argues that for the immigrant, identity negotiation 

is a continuing process of situating oneself--of defining 

the self in relation to other people and other groups, all 

taking place under the larger societal umbrella. Deaux 

(2006) said that also included in the general model is a 

recognition that immigrants come from somewhere with 

something.  They bring not only material possessions, but 

they also bring with them a set of expectations about what 

the new country will provide and how one will establish a 

life for oneself, and in many cases one’s family.  Deaux 
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(2006) argues that immigrants bring a ‘psychological 

suitcase’ that includes a set of memories and images of the 

people and places of one’s origin, some of which will be 

discarded over time and other of which will continue to 

influence one’s identity. 

In his study of immigrant students at Madison High 

School, Olsen (1997) found that part of the immigrant 

students’ adjustment/assimilation process included making a 

place for him or herself in the school community.  Olsen 

(1997) said that immigrant students learned to switch 

between national and ethnic identity depending upon whether 

they were identified by country of origin or by race.  

Olsen (1997) observed that students learned to acknowledge 

diversity as a fact in American schools, and understood 

clearly where they were forced to belong.  Olsen (1997) 

stated that during the process of identification, immigrant 

children developed conscious skills for interaction, ways 

of behaving, and habits of monitoring their own and each 

other’s behavior as they engaged in this process (p. 120). 

When immigrant children go to an American school, they are 

expected to adjust to the school environment, regulations, 

and academic requirements (Feliciano, 2006; Trueba & 

Bartolome, 2000; Tyack, 1974).  Concerning academic 
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performance, immigrant students are required to perform as 

well as native -born students, despite language and other 

difficulties.  Ogbu (1988) argues that some minority groups 

do well in school even though they do not share the 

language and cultural background of the dominant group.  

However, other minorities have learning difficulties due to 

teaching style and teachers’ behavior, such as eye contact. 

For example, in Africa, Mosha (2000) argue that eye contact 

is for familiar people. He said that in Africa is it not 

appropriate for a child to look in the eye of his or 

parents or teacher.  This difference in culture may cause 

some difficulties in class for African students.  Studies 

conducted outside the Unites States found that minority 

children do not succeed or fail in school merely due to 

their mastery of the dominant language or culture.  These 

studies suggest that other factors may affect the academic 

success of immigrant students (Ogbu, 1988). 

Furthermore, Gibson (1988) maintains that there is 

evidence that immigrant youth do comparatively well in 

school, especially if they receive most of their education 

in their new homeland.  In his study, Gibson found that in 

many cases, immigrant students do better academically and 

persist in school longer than native-born majority-group 
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peers of similar or even higher- class backgrounds (p. 

173).  Like other researchers, Gibson stressed the high 

aspirations of immigrant students as one of the sources of 

their academic success.  Gibson put it this way: 

Immigrants, on the whole, have higher educational 
and occupational aspirations than indigenous 
groups, majority as well as minority, and are 
more determined to use education as a strategy 
for upward social mobility than non-immigrants of 
comparable class background.  Immigrant parents 
and children assume that education can enhance 
opportunities to compete for jobs.  High 
expectations and assumptions about the value of 
schooling appear to have far more impact on 
immigrant child’s decision to persist in school 
than their family background or actual school 
performance (Gibson, 1988, p. 7). 

 
 Although different studies vary in their explanations 

for this finding, several factors emerge as important.  

Caplan and his colleagues found that, among the Southeast 

Asian boat people, values that stress education and 

achievement, a cohesive family, and hard work were 

significant in explaining their children’s academic 

achievement. 

A careful understanding of how to bridge the distance 

between their home country and the new world is necessary 

for a better understanding of immigrant students’ 

adjustment.  One of the ways immigrants span the distance 

between their home countries and the host cultures is by 



91 
 
joining ethnic and regional associations, clubs or churches 

(Alobeyo, 2003; Attah-Poku 1996).  For example, a number of 

organizations and fellowship groups among African 

immigrants in Philadelphia have developed to address issues 

of adjustment, as well as for the preservation of African 

culture and identity (Attah-Poku, 1996).  Attah-Poku points 

out that people from the same ethnic group and speaking the 

same language or coming from the same region of Africa 

easily gather.  In his study about church planting among 

Africans in Philadelphia, Alobeyo (2003) found that in 

Philadelphia, African immigrants gather not only in ethnic 

churches, but also around political organizations, because 

they want to fight for the rights of their children.  

Some immigrant youth, however, develop an oppositional 

attitude by constructing identities based on rejecting, 

after being rejected, the institutions of the dominant 

culture.  Waters and Ueda (2007) point out that this 

category of immigrant children is responding in similar 

ways to marginalized youth the world over, such as many 

inner-city, poor African Americans and Puerto Ricans in the 

continental United States, Koreans in Japan, Algerians in 

France, and Moroccans in Belgium and the Netherlands.  

However, Waters and Ueda (2007) note that an adversarial 
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attitude is not unique to twenty-first century marginalized 

youth.  They observe that “If we look back to previous 

waves of immigration, many disparaged and disenfranchised 

second-generation Italian American, Irish American and 

Polish American adolescents demonstrated a singular 

dynamic, including the development of elaborate 

delinquency-oriented gangs” (p. 253).  

Waters and Ueda (2007) further warn that disparaged 

immigrant students may adopt anti social behavior similar 

to other disenfranchised youth.  Like them, Waters and Ueda 

argue, immigrant children who develop adversarial 

identities tend to encounter problems at school, school 

dropout, and consequently face inevitable unemployment in 

the formal economy (p. 253).  Research has also established 

that, among those engaged in adversarial styles, speaking 

the mainstream language (Standard English) of the culture 

and doing well in school may be interpreted as a show of 

hauteur and a wish to “act white.”  When immigrant 

adolescents acquire cultural models and social practices 

that view doing well in school as an act of ethnic 

betrayal, it becomes more difficult for them to develop the 

behavioral and attitudinal repertoire necessary to succeed 

in school (Waters & Ueda, 2007).  
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The Consequences of the Loss of Identities  

for the Individual and Society 

Waters and Ueda (2007) believe that in the absence of 

productive academic engagement and meaningful economic 

opportunities, gang membership can provide sense of 

identity and cohesion for marginal youth during a turbulent 

stage of development.  According to Waters and Ueda (2007), 

gang membership may be especially enticing to immigrant 

children who are unable to embrace their own culture and 

who have formulated their identities around opposition to 

mainstream society.  Gang membership increases the 

likelihood that youth will drop out school, become 

dangerous to themselves and society, and/or is 

incarcerated.  Therefore Waters and Ueda (2007) rightly 

state: “When combined with gang orientation, adversarial 

identities severely compromise the future opportunities of 

youth immigrants, who are already at risk of school failure 

because of poverty, segregation, and discrimination; such 

young people face increased odds of imprisonment” (p. 253).  

According to Waters and Ueda (2007), roughly half of all 

youth under the supervision of the California Youth 

Authority for serious crimes such as homicide, robbery, 

assault, burglary, theft, rape, drugs, arson, kidnapping, 
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and extortion, come from immigrant-origin Latinos homes; 

the delinquency rate among the youth of Korean origin in 

Japan is four times the rate among the majority Japanese; 

and approximately half of the French and Dutch prison 

populations are of immigrant origin.  

Critique of the Identity and  

Assimilation Model 

According to Waters (1999) recent decades have 

produced many critics of the “identity and assimilation” 

model.  Postmodern critiques of the concept of identities 

stress the way in which class and gender differences, both 

in the sending countries and in America mean that while 

people may nominally have the same identity, that identity 

can be very different for the rich and the poor or for men 

and women (Waters, 1999, p. 328).  Waters (1999) reports 

that empirical research on later-generation whites 

concludes that very few people ever became unhyphenated 

Americans.  The end point to assimilation is still very 

unclear.  While the descendants of Italian immigrants may 

intermarry and exhibit few cultural Italian traits, this 

does not mean that they no longer identify themselves as 

Italians. 
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However, Waters draws our attention to the fact that 

has been central to these earlier models of identity and 

assimilation: it was always considered a rise in social 

status to become “American.” According to Tyack (1974), 

Waters (1999), and others observed that becoming American 

was linked with achieving economic success.  However, the 

experiences of the post -1965 immigrants and their children 

challenge this central assumption.  In reality, especially 

for nonwhites, research has established that remaining 

immigrant or ethnic-identified has led to greater success 

in the labor market and beyond (Portes & Zhou, 1998). 

Water’s study confirms Portes’ findings about the 

theory of assimilation and second-generation decline.  Both 

suggest that there are major benefits to being firmly 

ensconced in an ethnic or immigrant community that provides 

access to social networks offering ties to jobs and 

institutions that support parental authority over children 

and protection from racial and anti-immigrant attitudes 

(Portes & Zhou, 1998, Waters, 1999).   

According to Waters (1999), new models of immigrant 

incorporation acknowledge and examine the social capital 

immigrants bring with them, and the racial and ethnic 

minority status bestowed upon non-white immigrants.  These 



96 
 
two factors combine to decouple Americanization and 

improved economic status.  Waters argues that some 

immigrants and their children actually do better 

economically by maintaining a strong ethnic identity and by 

resisting American cultural influences.  Portes, Zhou, 

Waters and many others now suggest that remaining immigrant 

or ethnic-identified eases economic and social 

incorporation into the United States.  These new 

assumptions turn models of identity change on their heads, 

as when Waters found that West Indians who resist becoming 

American, automatically resist becoming black Americans, 

and they thereby escape the downward mobility of joining 

one of America’s most beleaguered minorities.  Waters 

assumes that the overwhelming importance of race, as well 

as the changed theoretical notions of assimilation and 

economic mobility, means that a study of post-1965 

immigrants must also be a study of race relations between 

whites and blacks in the United States and relations 

between African immigrants and African Americans.  

According to Waters’ study (1999), West Indians 

immigrant who wanted to identify ethnically seemed to have 

to struggle to form and maintain their identities in a 

society that defined them racially.  Black immigrants, she 
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found, are forced to choose between a racial and an ethnic 

identity.  This assumption arose out of a very American 

sense that black racial identity and the solidarity can 

only exist exclusive of other kinds of ethnic or national 

affiliations.  West Indian immigrants, like the Congolese 

immigrants I study, came from complex multicultural 

societies, with multiple modes of self-identification.  

Thus, when Waters talked to immigrants, she found that 

their identity was not exclusive and singular, but rather 

was a fluid, malleable, and layered phenomenon that did not 

require people to choose between race and ethnicity 

(Waters, 1999, p. 6). 

For immigrants, the self-definitions and understanding 

of “being black” differ from what these labels signify to 

both black and white Americans.  This is why West Indians 

can demonstrate “typical immigrant” attitudes toward work 

and employment.  They can maintain militancy against racial 

discrimination simultaneously with a belief that racial 

barriers will not affect them personally.  In the eyes of 

“black” immigrants, the United States can be both a land of 

opportunity and a land of racism, and these immigrants 

maintain a sense of themselves as very different from 

African American (Waters, 1999).  This mode of self-
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definition seems to alter the perceptions of white 

employers, at least in the eyes of the immigrants.  Waters’ 

sample reported that employers expressed a preference for 

West Indians over African American workers.  Managers 

seemed to prefer the West Indians because these immigrants 

appeared to value even extremely low-level jobs much more 

than any native-born white or black American would.  

Nonetheless, rather than stereotyping all native-born 

Americans as poor workers, white managers fell back on 

racial stereotypes to account for the lack of interest in 

low-level jobs demonstrated by African Americans.   

Importance of Understanding Adjustment Process 

Before I provide the social definition of 

“adjustment,” it is important to mention that the term 

“adjustment” evolved from mechanics (Bhatnagar, 1970).  

Bhatnagar says that the term implied “harmonious 

arrangement of the parts to the whole” Bhatnagar maintains 

that later, the term was adopted by psychologists, then by 

biologists.  According to Bhatnagar, psychologists and 

biologists view adjustment in terms of “passive attempts by 

the individual to adapt to the environment” (p. 77).  

Bhavnagar maintained that adjustment is not only passive; 
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it also includes reshaping the environment to suit the 

individual.  In this sense, adjustment is in fact a two-way 

process.  Therefore, according to Bhatnagar, “an adjusted 

immigrant child will be the one who has not merely 

uncritically accepted the limitations imposed by his 

environment, but also has successfully engaged in the 

process of reshaping his environment to take account of his 

abilities, interests and values” (p. 77).  Put in other 

words, an individual’s adjustment is adequate or healthful 

to the degree he or she has established a harmonious 

relationship between himself and the condition, situations 

and persons which comprise his physical and social 

environment (Bhatnagar, 1970). 

Furthermore, according to Bhatnagar, the term 

“adjustment" denotes the process where an organism, organ, 

or individual entity enters into a relationship of harmony 

or equilibrium with its environment, and the condition of 

having attained such a relationship (p. 78).  Adjustment is 

a life-long process in the sense that it refers to 

conformity to social norms.  However, in the context of 

immigrant children, we have to have another way of looking 

at it.  Bhatnagar argues that we can look at adjustment 

through acceptance or otherwise, of social norms.  Thus, if 
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for example an immigrant does not accept the social norms 

prevalent at a particular time and place, he or she may be 

regarded as “maladjusted.”  

Acceptance of social conventions, therefore, would be 

of vital importance in Bhatnagar’s scheme.  Bhatnagar 

concludes that adjustment may thus be seen as a process of 

accommodating individual idiosyncrasies to these 

expectations, difficult perhaps for some individuals with 

special needs, but relatively easy for most (p. 79).  

Bhatnagar’s study shows that parents who were adjusted to 

the host country were able to help their children to become 

adjusted as well.  Bhatnagar study did not support the 

hypothesis that the length of stay in Britain facilitated 

adjustment.  On the contrary, his study on the subject 

suggests that adjustment was unrelated to the length of 

stay in a host country.  He adds that a longer stay is just 

as likely to result in deterioration or improvement in the 

adjustment of immigrant children.  Bhatnagar investigation 

suggested that the intention of the immigrant parents to 

return to their home countries, more than anything else, 

was responsible for many immigrants’ negative attitude 

toward acquiring the host country’s values and standards.  
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Given the fact that an immigrant can adjust better in 

some areas than others, Bhatnagar, argues that adjustment 

is a multi-dimensional concept.  He argues that the best 

way to define it is through the examination of 

characteristics of a “well adjusted” person.  A well 

adjusted person would show: 

(a) productivity and zest 

(b) ability to form affectionate relationships 

(c) Self-knowledge and self-acceptance 

(d) self-esteem 

(e) ability to give and accept affection 

(f) satisfaction of bodily desires 

(g) ability to be productive and happy; and 

(h) absence of tension and hypersensitivity (Bhatnagar, 

1970, p. 83) 

Among the above characteristics of a well-adjusted 

person, perhaps personal satisfaction is the most 

important.  Bhatnagar says that personal satisfaction is a 

necessary condition for socio-personal satisfaction.  

Research shows that satisfaction with life in the new 

country was essential for the adjustment of British 

immigrants in Australia (Bhatnagar, 1970), and European 

immigrants to the United States (Tyack, 1974). 
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The adjustment process is an important element to be 

discussed in this section because, as used by Trueba & 

Bartolome assimilation is “the belief that immigrant groups 

should be brought to conform to the practices of the 

dominant Anglo-Saxon culture” (Trueba & Bartolome 2000, 

290).  

Adjustment Conflict among Immigrant Students 

More than twenty years ago, Bhatnagar (1981)–analyzed 

many studies of the adjustment of immigrant children in 

England.  Although Bhatnagar’s study was conducted in 

another country two decades ago, its results are applicable 

to today’s African immigrants in the United States.  

Unfortunately, African immigrants in the United States in 

2007 experience discriminatory and prejudicial practices 

quite similar to those faced by African immigrants in 

England decades ago.  

In his studies, Bhatnagar found that the problem of 

adjustment was linked to many factors, the most important 

of which was the ability to accept one’s identity and self-

image.  Bhatnagar argued that in the adjustment process of 

immigrant children in England, there was confusion and 

identity conflict.  One study of Bhatnagar analyzed was an 
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experiment with 300 children, aged five to eight years.  

They were shown dolls or pictures, one representing their 

own racial group and the other the dominant group in the 

immediate environment.  When asked the question, “Which 

doll looks most like you?”  Forty Eight percent of West 

Indian children and 24 percent of the Asian children chose 

the white doll.  The study reports that 58 percent of the 

West Indian children and 45 percent of the Asian children 

maintained that the doll reflecting their skin color and 

facial features was “bad,” and 82 percent and 77 percent 

also said that the doll reflecting their racial features 

was “ugly.”  Seventy eight percent and 48 percent, 

respectively, felt that the white doll was the “nicer” of 

the two.  On the basis of this study, he concluded that 

black British children generally show a strong preference 

for the dominant white group and a tendency to devalue 

their own group. 

Although Bhatnagar’s studies do not indicate how 

minority children developed a negative image about their 

own group, many other sources suggest that blacks, Asians 

and all non-whites have been portrayed in Western studies, 

media, and school text books in socially unacceptable terms 

-- as savages or monkeys, for example, who are backward, if 
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not entirely uncivilized (Bhatnagar 1981).  Ryan (1999) 

points out that over five centuries, Europeans successfully 

created symbols that they transmitted to the colonized to 

achieve their ends.  They created a field of opposition 

between black and white, good and evil, superiority and 

inferiority.  “The colonized were routinely depicted as 

inferior, ignorant, barbarous, evil, immoral, while the 

colonizer assumed superior, intelligent, civilized, good 

and moral characters… The more negative the portrayal of 

the colonized, the more positive the characterization of 

the colonizer” (p. 122).  The language of colonialism is 

similar to the anti-immigrant sentiment that continues 

today to denigrate immigrants from different parts of the 

world.  Immigrants continue to suffer from the same 

language that is also used in England to discriminate and 

humiliate the women of lower social status.  According to 

Hellen Carr (1985:50), cited by Loomba (2005):  

In the language of colonialism, non –Europeans 
occupy the same symbolic space as women.  Both 
are seen as part of nature, not culture, 
…described always in terms of lack, [having] no 
initiative [and] no intellectual powers, … or on 
the other hand, they are outside society, 
dangerous, treacherous, wild, near animal, 
lascivious, disruptive, evil, unpredictable 
(Loomba, 2005, p. 135).  
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The consequence of the above derogatory terms was and 

is the loss of identity among many former colonized 

(Asante, 1998).  Mazama (2003) compares colonialism to 

“cultural incarceration,” by which she means the 

destruction of African people’s identity and the 

disorientation of their life.  Similarly, immigrants to the 

United States experience confusion when their cultures and 

languages are rejected or ridiculed, and immigrant children 

in some American schools continue to be regarded as empty 

vessels or blank slates (Freire, 1993) that are in need of 

a completely new beginning once they arrive in the United 

States In their recent study about immigration to the 

United States, scholars Waters and Ueda (2007) pointed out 

that young immigrants who are subject to negative 

expectations may suffer in their academic performance.  

Waters and Ueda studying cross-cultural data on a variety 

of socially disparaged immigrant minorities in a number of 

contexts found that social disparagement adversely affects 

academic engagement.  Their findings are based on the 

evidence indicating that the social context of reception 

plays an important role in immigrant adaptation.  Waters 

and Ueda (2007) report that the work of several scholars on 

immigrant minorities in Europe, Japan, and the United 
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States, and the work of Ogbu among Native Americans and 

immigrant minorities in the United States and elsewhere 

suggest that long-term, cross generational patterns of 

structural inequality  and social disparagement may 

generate cultural models, social practices, and 

psychological responses that keep some individuals of 

minority backgrounds from investing in schooling as a 

strategy for status mobility (pp. 251-252).  

Bhatnagar rightly asserts that the realization and 

recognition of identity is important to the minority 

child’s development of a healthy self-image, intellectual 

growth, and social development.  In his study of black and 

other minority immigrant children in England, Bhatnagar 

(1981) found that the adjustment of ethnic minority 

children posed a real educational problem.  

According to Bhatnagr, immigrants go through both 

socialization and re-socialization.  Socialization occurs 

in the home country, where individuals learn the customs, 

values, and norms that enable them to function within their 

native culture.  When immigrants arrive in a new country, 

they must “re-socialize” – that is, they must adjust their 

behavior so that they can function in the new culture.  

Shavarani (2004) points out that immigrant are usually 
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pressured to abandon their cultural identities and acquire 

a new one that is appropriate to the new environment.  The 

immigrants might retain some, all, or none of the 

traditional beliefs, values, and practices from home, but 

at the very least some behavior changes will be necessary 

for successful re-socialization.  This practice is 

difficult on all levels: psychologically, emotionally, and 

practically, even for adults.  It could be considered even 

more stressful and challenging for immigrant children, who 

must begin resocialization before they had fully developed 

a sense of self and society within their native culture.   

African Immigrant Resilience 

In spite these challenges, Africans are survivors.  

They have overcome all these obstacles; they are 

resourceful and resilient.  Scholar Ndubuike (2002) 

observed that each group of African immigrants wants to 

preserve its culture, and they want to develop new culture 

that does not reflect completely either African or American 

ways of life.  Ndubuike (2002) argues that African 

immigrants develop a world between the two.  They hold on 

to African food, dress, languages, values, arts and modes 

of worship, even as they make a conscious choice to 
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incorporate some elements of the characteristically 

“American” lifestyle, such as making frequent use of 

telephones, computers, e-mail, cars, and other labor-saving 

devices that enable fast-paced American life. 

Although African immigrants appreciate American 

diversity and the ability to partake of it, they also tend 

to do whatever they can to preserve the African worldview.  

To that end African immigrants maintain ties that celebrate 

their national, regional or ethnic commonalities and that 

blend their African traditions with the American lifestyle.  

For example, at social occasions, talented African 

musicians, singers, dancers, and drummers might be invited 

to perform.  Families and friends might gather together for 

fellowship around African food, drinks, dance, and singing.  

By doing so African immigrants express a strong desire to 

maintain African identity while struggling to adjust to 

American way of life (Alobeyo, 2003). 

Perhaps one of the biggest challenges African 

immigrant parents face is to raise their children the 

African way.  According to Ndubuike (2002) and Alobeyo 

(2003) African parents are afraid that their children are 

beginning to imitate American children when they ask for 

more freedom.  Ndubuike (2002) and Alobeyo (2003) report 



109 
 
that African parents complain when their children show 

particular interest in American music, food, or clothing.  

They worry when their children answer back in English 

rather than in their native language, or wish to partake in 

American customs, such as dating, which is unacceptable in 

African culture.  In short, they worry that their children 

are becoming more American than African.  

Even more important, African parents worry that their 

children’s education will not be a community endeavor.  

Instead, they fear it will become solely the task of 

educational television, and American teachers, and peer 

pressure, none of which promotes an African identity 

(Ndubuike, 2002; Alobeyo, 2003). In 1930s, Woodson analyzed 

the American education system and wrote: “[t]he present 

system under the control of the whites trains the Negro to 

be white and at the same time convinces him of the 

impropriety or the impossibility of becoming white” (p. 

23).  African parents are challenged to find ways to 

promote their children’s African identity, yet also allow 

their children to experience less difficulty with their 

peers, at school, and in the public (Alobeyo, 2003; Traore, 

2002; Min, 1992).  
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African Immigrant Women’s Challenges 

The cost of life in American cities demands that 

African women work outside the home to help meet family 

expenses.  Many African women told Alobeyo that they take 

one or two jobs to be able to “survive” in America.  As a 

result, mothers are seldom at home, and this is a drastic 

change from how typical mothers in Africa spend their time.  

In Africa, mothers are in charge of the domestic 

responsibilities, which include caring for children and 

instilling in them traditional African values.  To these 

mothers, it seems that in America the education of children 

is left in the hands of the children themselves, with peer 

pressure and “hanging out” with friends shaping their 

children’s worldviews.  Some African immigrant children end 

up participating in the worst of American youth culture 

using drugs or committing acts of violence around their 

neighborhoods.  In the face of juggling working outside the 

home and rearing children, Alobeyo found that many parents 

complained that they were risking losing control of their 

children.  Alobeyo’s study found that most American women 

who are not affluent express these same concerns due to a 

conflicting schedule.  As mothers, spouses and full time 

employees, American women as well as African women struggle 
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with work and school schedule and how to have time to pick 

up children from school.  Work schedules are usually from 

9:00 am to 5:00 pm while school schedules are from 8:00 am 

to 3:00 pm.  American women understand the system and how 

it works, and accept it; but African women are shocked and 

do not understand these challenges because in Africa the 

extent to which working mothers face this challenge is 

minimal.  Working women have relatives or friends who take 

care of their children. 

Satisfaction and Dissatisfactions 

In his study about the black African immigrants to the 

United States, Apraku (1991) found that the African 

immigrant is torn between the two worlds of America and 

Africa.  Apraku (1991) observed that the black African 

immigrant loves his or her country of origin, his or her 

family, friends, and the culture left behind.  He or she 

resents, however, the political dictatorships and abuse, 

corruption, economic mismanagement, tribalism, and civil 

wars that are pervasive in Africa today (Apraku, 1991).  In 

the United States, Apraku (1991) found, the majority of 

 Africans were satisfied with (in order of their 

frequency): political freedoms, civil liberties, economic 

systems and economic opportunities, economic conveniences, 
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and job satisfaction.  On the other hand, the African 

immigrants were not satisfied with “racism and 

discrimination against blacks, crime, drugs and violence, 

low prospects for professional advancement, and the feeling 

of alienation and the lack of a sense of belonging” 

(Apraku, 1991, p. xvi).  Unfulfilled and homesick in a land 

of relative freedom and opportunity, it is little wonder 

that the African immigrant lives with mixed feelings.  

Studies on Hungarian, Cuban, and Vietnamese immigrant 

children show that children who were integrated into 

American schools were successful in school, acquired job 

skills and improved their socio-economic status.  Thus, 

their parents were satisfied with the education of their 

children in the United States.  A survey taken 14 years 

after their arrival in America indicated that the parents 

of these children were satisfied because most of their 

children who adjusted well in school were employed at job 

equivalent to or better than they had held in their 

countries of origin (Bhatangar, 1981). 

A closer look at the Vietnamese in Bhatangar’s study 

reveals the mixed feelings even “satisfied” parents felt 

years after immigration.  Bhatangar’s study showed that 

after 14 years, most immigrants had entered the middle 
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class and were satisfied with life in the United States.  

Many used English in their daily lives and within their 

families, and identified themselves as “American” 

(Bhatangar, 1981).  However, some Vietnamese families were 

displeased with the way American school banned the use of 

Vietnamese languages, and they were dissatisfied with their 

children who joined American youth subcultures.  In other 

words, the majority of new immigrant parents were 

“satisfied” with their children’s education, employment, 

and material success and “highly satisfied” if their 

children retained their parents’ culture.  These parents 

were not happy when they children rejected their parents’ 

values in favor of American culture and values 

characterized by individualism, the pursuit of material 

things, and an independent life detached from the immediate 

and extended family. 

In her study about West Indian immigrants, Waters 

(1999) found that the classic dream is to make enough money 

to return home in style, to buy a house where one can be 

comfortable, and to be in a place where an American dollar 

goes much further.  But the reality is different.  Waters 

reports what one of his participants said: “Most people 

when they go home, they do not tell you the true picture 
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about what is going on America.  So based on what people 

were telling you, you know, you just tell yourself, from 

the plane, ‘another couple of days I am going to be in a 

job.  I am going to be working for so much money.’ I 

quickly realized that that was not so.  People who come 

[back] from America will not tell you about paying bills 

[or that] you have to start over” (Waters, 1999, p. 114). 

Theoretical Conceptual Framework 

“When the story of the 1990’s is written, the most 

important story may not be the GOP takeover of Congress, 

the boom economy, or the Clinton impeachment.  The big 

story may be the decade’s unprecedented level of 

immigration: A social phenomenon of enormous significance, 

affecting everything from the nation’s schools to the 

political balance between the two parties” (Steven 

Camarota, 2002). 

Theoretical Framework Overview 

This dissertation research is informed by assimilation 

theory and by African standpoint.  In the first section, I 

discuss assimilation theory, and in the second I highlight 

some major aspects of  African standpoint.  

With massive immigration from Europe, Latin America, 

Asia and Africa, the United States has been a country of 
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continuous immigrations (Portes, 2006; Tyak, 1974). 

Immigration sociologists have used different theories to 

explain different patterns of assimilation among different 

immigrant groups to the United States.  In the following 

section, I succinctly discuss the straight line 

assimilation theory that applies to the European 

immigration groups in the U.S.  Second I briefly discuss 

recent minority immigrants’ assimilation models.  Third, I 

examine and contrast the historical and economical 

conditions under which past and new immigration has been 

taking place.  Lastly, I propose an assimilation model of 

Congolese immigrants to the United States.  Knowing the 

Congolese immigrants’ assimilation pattern is important to 

this study because some of my research questions are 

intended to test the assimilation theory that I 

hypothesized.  These questions examine how Congolese 

immigrants are integrated in American mainstream society.  

European Immigration Assimilation 

Theory in the United States 

An overview of immigration to the United States showed 

that Europeans were the first immigrants to the US; they 

came by million between the 17th and the 20th centuries for 

social, economic, religious and political reasons.  After a 
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time of anti immigrant opposition, European immigrants were 

accepted in part because of their skin color; they 

intermarried and finally mingled with the Anglo-Saxon 

mainstream society.  Over time European immigrants’ 

experience was positive, as many of them attained upward 

mobility by attending schools that trained them to make 

their way in business.  They attended social and economic 

mobility, and contributed to the formation of the Euro-

American culture creating the straight line assimilation or 

classic assimilation model to which some later immigrant 

groups hope to assimilate (Massey, 1995; Tyack, 1974).  

According to scholars Bean and Stevens (2003), in the 

United States society, assimilation theory was first 

developed in 1920s.  These scholars argue that assimilation 

theory originally suggested that new comers both absorb and 

influence elements of receiving society, over time, 

newcomers and the receiving society tend to become more 

alike.  Sociologist Duncan cited by Walter Hirsch (1942) 

offers one of the oldest and the clearest explanation of 

assimilation.  He described assimilation as “a process, for 

the most part conscious, by which individuals and groups 

come to have sentiments and attitudes similar to those held 

by other persons or groups in regard to a particular value 
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at a given time” (p. 35).  Duncan did not consider 

assimilation a result, but rather as a course of action 

through which immigrants, deliberately or not, try to 

conform their feelings and manners to those of natives.  In 

this sense, assimilation suggests that there are series of 

stages that an ethnic group will move through as it becomes 

more assimilated.  From this perspective, Duncan assures 

that assimilation follows a linear path.  

A broader understanding of assimilation refers to the 

social, economic and political integration of a minority 

into the mainstream, the majority group (Keefe & Padilla, 

1987).  In this view, assimilation is a progressive and 

irreversible phenomenon through which differences of values 

between natives and immigrants disappears to a greater 

extent.  Warner and Srole (1945) first introduced the 

concept of straight line assimilation; the basic argument 

being that immigrant’s behavior will become, over time, 

increasingly similar to that of natives.  In other words, 

“it will converge to the American way of life.”  Straight 

line assimilation suggests that there are many steps and 

different speed of adaptation in the process of 

assimilation, which will push toward a uniform way of 

living.  
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In recent studies, Alba and Nee (2003) argue that 

assimilation today is not a widely accepted term the way it 

was defined in the old era of European immigration.  Alba 

and Nee (2003) said that in the old era, assimilation meant 

becoming more like middle-class Protestant whites (p. 4).  

Alba and Nee reject the idea of classic assimilation for 

recent immigrants on the ground that minority groups were 

expected to throw away their cultures as if these were old 

skins without strength, and put on the mantle of Anglo-

American culture.  Alba and Nee argue that the one-

sidedness of the classic assimilation overlooked the value 

and sustainability of minority cultures, and masked hidden 

ethnocentric assumptions about the superiority of Anglo-

American culture.  

Waters (1999) argues that straight line assimilation 

or classic assimilation theory suggests that there is one 

American culture that immigrants and their children will 

absorb.  Waters (1999) contends that classic assimilation 

assumes that when new waves of immigrants come to the 

United States, they enter a nation that assumes an 

undifferentiated monolithic “American” culture.  She 

rejects the idea that all new immigrants would follow the 

classic assimilation model which assumed upward mobile, 
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self-reliant, and individualistic middle-class culture 

(Waters, 1999).   

Classic assimilation theorists assume that the 

“American” culture and identity are of higher social status 

than the immigrant culture.  Classic assimilation meant 

that it was preferable in the wider society’s eyes to be an 

American than to maintain immigrant culture (Waters, 1999, 

p. 195).  The “straight-line assimilation framework” theory 

proposes that, over time, and through multiple stages of 

integration, ethnic and racial minorities will blend into 

mainstream culture and become indistinguishable from native 

population (Gordon, 1964).  While straight line or classic 

assimilation applied to the first waves of European 

immigration, recent immigrants from all over the world 

follow different models of adaptation in the United States. 

Recent Minority Immigrants’ Assimilation Models 

Recent research studying assimilation patterns in the 

United States suggest other assimilation models that apply 

to new immigration waves (Portes & Zhou 1993; Portes & 

Rumbaut 2006; Segal, 1998; Waters, 1999).  The most 

accepted are “the assimilation-accommodation without 

assimilation “or “the transnational migration” also called 
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“the bicultural assimilation “(Alfred & Swaminathan, 2004; 

Gibson, 1988; Segal, 2002), the second is the positive 

self-selection model”, and the third is “the segmented 

assimilation theory“(Portes & Zhou, 1993; Portes & Rumbaut, 

2006).  These theories will be more useful in accounting 

for new U.S. immigrants.  I discuss three such theories 

below. 

The first line of argument uses the theory of 

“assimilation-accommodation without assimilation.” 

developed by Margaret Gibson (1988).  This theory suggests 

that academic achievement declines over time as immigrant 

youth assimilate into the mainstream peer culture.  Gibson 

(1988) found that Punjabi children of immigrants excelled 

much more than their American-born ethnic counterparts, 

because the foreign born children did not fully assimilate 

into the mainstream peer culture.  They retained tight 

connections to the values of their immigrant parents and so 

had high levels of academic performance and attainment.  

This theory suggests that strong co-ethnic communities that 

have the social and economic resources to reinforce the 

parental culture will bring about better student success.  

Thus, according to Suarez-Orozco (2000), rapid assimilation 

brings about disastrous consequences while the most 
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academically successful students are those who remain most 

closely allied with the culture of their parents because of 

group resources and attitude.  

In her study about Asian immigrants, Segal (2002) 

described Indian immigrants’ experiences, and found that 

Asian immigrants differ from the first European immigrants 

by their phenotype. Segal (2002) argues that Asian 

immigrants in the United States have not yet been able to 

completely assimilate into the American culture.  She 

points out that in regard to their values, lifestyles, 

interest, and relationships, Asian immigrants are not 

assimilated with American mainstream values and cultures.  

Segal (2002) reports that Asian immigrants do not have a 

direct physical connection to their families’ country of 

origin, and yet they are not accepted as Americans.  

Segal’s study found that Asian immigrants must individually 

determine the degree to which they acknowledge the heritage 

of their country of origin or adopt that of American 

society.  What emerged from the way new immigrants 

assimilate is “a continuum of adaptation between the two 

cultures, with a few individuals completely assimilating in 

their beliefs and behaviors and others staying 

marginalized, but with the majority falling somewhere in 
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between” (Segal, 2002, p. 316).  According to Segal, one 

may propose that the experience of forging a bicultural 

identity is more appropriate for those who arrived here 

after the loosening of immigration laws in 1965.   

As far as cultural assimilation is concerned, Segal’s 

study found that the majority of Asian immigrants choose to 

be bicultural.  Segal (2002) defines biculturalism as “the 

ability of one individual to internalize and integrate one 

or more cultures in his or her personal definition of self” 

(p. 316).  It appears from Segal’s study that many new 

immigrants are bicultural, integrating some aspects of both 

the United States culture and their own.  To achieve this, 

they must consciously decide the degree to which they will 

modify those home cultural values and norms, the extent to 

which they will accept American norms, and how they will 

temper that acceptance so as not to cause significant 

dissonance with their home cultures.  Asian immigrants seek 

to maintain a strong home-culture identity and to impart it 

to their children (Zia, 2000).  Portes and Zhou (1993) 

propose that immigrants and second-generation Americans do 

not relinquish their cultures and assimilate into United 

States society.  The majority become assimilated, accepting 

norms and expectations in some areas of their lives while 
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maintaining their own traditions and patterns of behavior 

in others.  The most successful second-generation immigrant 

groups appear to be those who can do exactly that: 

assimilate into the dominant culture in some areas of their 

lives, particularly economically or professionally, yet 

retain their traditions, social lives and support systems. 

 The second type of assimilation was proposed by 

scholar Borjas (1990) and Ogbu (1991).  They proposed the 

“positive self-selection model” to explain school 

achievement in first-generation immigrants.  These scholars 

and some others as well, argue that immigrants are 

predisposed to adapt to the host country.  They contend 

that immigrants may realize that they are at the bottom of 

the social and economic ladder when they arrive, but they 

set high expectations that their children will achieve 

upward mobility.  Ogbu (1991) believes that voluntary 

immigrants are predisposed to overcome obstacles in their 

host countries because their cultural frame of reference is 

their home country.  Ogbu believes that when immigrants 

compare their situation in the United States with how they 

lived in their home country, they find conditions in the 

United States more favorable.  Thus, voluntary immigrants, 

Ogbu argues, view their adjustment difficulties as 
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transitory and not permanent.  This attitude of first-

generation immigrants stands in complete contrast to the 

outlook of many minorities who have lived in the United 

States for several generations.   

A third theory, called ‘segmented assimilation’, 

focuses on how each recent immigrant group is socially and 

economically incorporated into the host country (Portes & 

Zhou 1993).  Portes and Rumbaut (2006) contend that 

‘segmented assimilation’ explains why some recent 

immigrants achieve lower or higher social mobility.  They 

argue that the type of community in which the immigrants 

settle at their arrival is important because it helps to 

determine the assimilation path of the immigrant.  In other 

words, this means that whether the neighborhood that 

immigrants settle in is poor or affluent will determine the 

social and economic assimilation patterns of the 

individuals and the group as a whole.   

Contrary to the economic boom of the later part of the 

20th century, today’s U.S. economy is characterized by the 

hourglass model in which there are many opportunities for 

highly educated college graduates on top; many lower paying 

jobs for unskilled workers at the bottom; and very few 

opportunities for the high school graduates whose 
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attainment levels fall in between (Suarez-Orozco, 1995).  

The theory of segmented assimilation is important in this 

study because it helps to explain how current immigrant 

settlement will determine the immigrant children’s 

educational performance based on the parent’s social and 

economic status.  According to scholars Portes and Rumbaut 

(2006) impoverished communities that are confined to the 

bottom of the economic hourglass are not favorable for 

higher academic performance.  Therefore, children who 

settle in poor neighborhoods will most likely follow the 

path of poor native children who have low school 

achievement, while children from affluent families will 

likely attain higher economic and academic attainment. 

Portes and Zhou (1997), Waters (1999) and Segal (2002) 

concede that becoming American may not always be an 

advantage for the “one-and-a-half” and second–generations.  

This point was confirmed as well in a few cases of West 

Indian-born children who tried to imitate their African 

American friends, but these cases were too few to be 

generalized (Waters, 1999).  Segal (2002) echoes Zhou 

(1997) who argues that immigrants who enter at the bottom 

of the socioeconomic and ethnic hierarchy, which is 

burdened with poverty and social inequality, are likely to 
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assimilate with the environment and experiences around 

them, which are viewed as maladaptive.  These children 

would do best to retain a strong identity with their own 

ethnic communities, which can provide them with the 

structure and reinforce the behavior necessary for upward 

mobility.  Portes and Zhou (1993) suggest that assimilation 

may be the ideal route for upward mobility.  If however, 

immigrant children are surrounded by other children of 

their age and imitate peer influence, such segmentation may 

be less possible.  Perhaps the best description of new 

immigrants’ adjustment to the United States is similar to 

that described by scholar Chow (1998).  He wrote:  

What, then, does it mean to be Asian American?  
To me, it means, living in a place where I don’t 
look much like anyone else but in most respects 
act like them, knowing all the time that halfway 
across the globe is a densely populated region 
full of people who look just like me but don’t 
particularly act like me.  It means forever 
holding the contradictions of belonging and not 
belonging, of feeling at home and wondering where 
home is (Chow, 1998, xii in Segal, 2002).  

  

 The above quote shows the dilemma of new immigrants 

who struggle to find who they are and where they belong.  

New immigrants finally realize that they belong to two 

worlds, the home country and the host country.  They choose 

from each of these two worlds which values and norms help 
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them succeed in the United States.  Gibson studies and 

other confirmed that children of recent immigrants who 

become bicultural perform better in school than immigrants 

children who assimilate to the poor American segment of the 

society. 

 Difference between the first European immigrants and 

recent immigration waves are better captured by Massey 

(1995) and Waters (1999).  Waters (1999) and Massey (1999) 

argue that perhaps the most significant difference between 

the earlier European and the changed reception context of 

recent immigrants is the economic structure.  Immigrant 

scholars contend that in the past the unskilled jobs in 

manufacturing gave opportunities for job mobility to the 

earlier immigrants’ children.  But today’s job market 

opportunities have become scarce; as a result the economic 

restructuring in the United States has shifted from 

industrial service economy that pays low salaries (Portes & 

Zhou, 1996; Tyack, 1974; Waters, 1999). 

Another difference between the first European and the 

new immigrant waves is the level of education new 

immigrants bring.  According to recent immigration studies, 

the assumption in the classic assimilation model is that 

all immigrants are unskilled, and therefore start out at 
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the bottom of the social hierarchy, and this is not true of 

contemporary immigrants.  Waters (1999) and others argue 

that current immigrants are quite varied in the skills they 

bring with them.  Scholars point out that some immigrants 

arrive with advanced educational and professional 

qualifications.  For example, about 49% of African 

immigrants to the United States come with a bachelor’s 

degree, and have professional work experience in their home 

country as teachers, nurses, medical doctors, engineers, 

etc. (The Journal of Blacks in Higher Education, No. 26, 

Winter, 1999-2000, pp.60-61).  African immigrants’ level of 

education is among the highest among immigrant groups in 

the United States in part because the United States 

immigration visa requirements require applicants to respond 

in either French or English, until very recently, without 

the use of a translator.  Thus successful immigrants are 

already multi-lingual, a skill usually acquired through 

formal schooling in the home country (Ndubuike, 2002).  

A third important factor that makes an enormous 

difference between the first waves of European immigrants 

and black immigrants is skin color.  Waters observes that 

West Indians are blacks, entering a society where race 

still determines much of social life.  Waters contends that 
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the degree of residential segregation faced by both 

foreign-born and American-born blacks in the United States 

has always been, and continues to be, of a much higher 

order than the segregation faced by foreign-born white 

immigrants.  Waters continues, saying that, even with 

occupational mobility, blacks are not able to move into 

higher status neighborhoods through the orderly progression 

that many scholars described for classic-era European 

ethnic groups.  

A fourth factor is that many recent immigrants come to 

America with what Waters terms “a particular identity and 

culture/worldview” that reflect their unique history [and] 

experience” (Waters, 1999, p. 6).  Waters explains that 

this culture and identity are different from the immigrant 

identity and culture of previous waves of European 

immigrants.  The unique history of the countries of origin, 

and the changed contexts of reception the immigrants face 

in the United States.  Waters claims that this culture and 

identity are also different from the culture and identity 

of African Americans among whom the majority of black 

immigrants begin their life in the United States.  For 

example, immigrants from African descent tend to emphasize 

community life and the importance of the spiritual over 
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materialism (Asante, 1998; Mukenge, 2002).  They also 

emphasize respect for adults, parents, teachers and human 

life (Mbiti, 1969).  

Because of the changing conditions in the sending and 

host countries, classic assimilation theory applied to the 

first European immigrants is neither possible nor desirable 

for describing how new waves of immigrants might assimilate 

to the mainstream white-class (Massey, 1999; Portes, 1996).  

Portes, Zhou, Waters and other scholars observe that some 

groups or individuals among black immigrants or minority 

groups start life at the lowest social status, but become 

successful the longer they stay in the United States.  In 

her study about West Indians in Brooklyn, New York City, 

Waters found that the West Indian group was one of the most 

successful new waves of post-1965 immigrants, even though 

they started American life at the very bottom of New York 

society.  

Congolese Immigrants Assimilation Model  

(Hypothesis) 

As one of the African immigrant groups in America, 

Congolese come to America for the same reasons and 

motivations as the classic European, Latin American or 

Asian immigrants, that is to get jobs, look for a better 
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life for themselves and their children.  Congolese choose 

to live with African Americans not only because most 

immigrants choose to live with people who look like them, 

but also many Congolese come to America with little money, 

and will find affordable housing in black communities with 

average lower rent.  For these two important reasons, 

Congolese are likely to settle in the segregated poor 

neighborhoods.  Like Haitians, Jamaicans and African 

Americans, most Congolese will find the road to good jobs 

blocked by anti-immigrant discriminatory practices.  As 

with the Haitians in Florida, the Congolese will experience 

anti-immigrant hostility in job markets and housing 

markets. 

However, because the majority of Congolese immigrants 

bring a rich human capital (are highly educated just as the 

majority of African immigrants to the United States are the 

Nation’s most highly educated group (The Journal of Blacks 

in Higher Education, winter 1999-2000), and because the 

Congolese culture sets high educational expectations for 

themselves and their children, I hypothesize that some 

Congolese immigrants will follow the first path of the 

assimilation, which is the path to upward mobility.  Human 

capital that allows some Congolese to succeed in America 



132 
 
includes “skills, knowledge, and ability as a result of 

education and experience, both formal and informal” 

(Massey, 2005).  This means that on an individual level, 

some Congolese will assimilate into the small black middle-

class; or like Cubans, some Congolese will assimilate to 

the white middle class in such areas as education, 

intermarriage, employment and residence.  They might adopt 

other mainstream ideals such as the white middle-class 

highly educated tendency to have fewer children than those 

with lower levels of education.  Alternatively, another 

fraction of Congolese immigrant families may settle in an 

impoverished inner-city area, and thus its members may 

experience downward assimilation into the urban underclass 

“Path 2.”  Still other Congolese immigrant families may 

choose not to assimilate fully.  This third possible 

assimilation trajectory or “Path 3” includes those who 

deliberately choose to preserve their culture and values, 

such as paternal authority, a strong orientation to 

marriage, and motherhood, African values and languages 

(Asante, 1998; Mukenge, 2002).  However, at the same time, 

for the third part, their integration in the American 

society would be accompanied by forms of assimilation 

necessary in order to achieve economic integration.  On the 
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other hand, I hypothesize that Congolese parents would keep 

some of their cultures, and at the same time they will try 

to get the best of American society.   

Section Summary 

This section has established that assimilation theory 

is the framework that formed this research dissertation.  

The United States of America continues to be the country of 

immigration, but recent immigrants who come to United 

States of America for the same reasons that brought 

Europeans in this nation, do not all follow the straight 

line assimilation pattern.  Three paths of assimilation are 

open to the new immigrants from Latin America, Asia and 

Africa.  The new integration pattern, known as segmented 

assimilation, enables us to predict why a specific group 

becomes ‘Americanized’ in a particular manner.  In this 

point of view, as Zhou argues, new immigrants and their 

children find themselves in different segments of American 

society; and their adaptation depends on what 

characteristics they bring with them from their home land, 

on what opportunities and limitations they find in their 

immediate environment once they arrive, and also on how 
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their own characteristics interact with the social 

structures of the host country. 

African Standpoint 

This research is also informed by the African 

standpoint as described by Tanzania Scholars, Omari and 

Mbilinyi (1997), Kenyan theologian and philosopher John 

Mbiti (1969) and Mulefi Asante (1998), one of the most 

prolific African American scholars.  This study uses 

African perspective as framework, but not as a methodology.  

The African framework acknowledges other approaches as 

valid sources of knowledge.  Schielle (1990) points out 

that the “Afrocentric paradigm does not limit its concept 

of science to directly observable or quantifiable 

phenomena, and does not impose distinct boundaries among 

science, philosophy and theology” (p. 190).  This study 

used a qualitative approach.  There is no incompatibility 

between a qualitative approach and the African perspective.  

According to Guba and Lincoln (1989) human experiences 

contain multiple realities; therefore absolute truth does 

not exist.  They contend that there is no one-way of 

knowing; there are many ways of knowing.  They assert that 

all research, whether qualitative or quantitative, is 

value-laden because the researcher as the primary 
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‘instrument’ of data collection becomes the interpreter of 

the data; the researcher sees the world through his or her 

lens and maintains his or her political, social, cultural 

background and values throughout the study.  Therefore, 

Guba and Lincoln’s view is in agreement with the African 

standpoint that validates other ways of knowing.  

This study is informed by the African standpoint 

because as Asante (1998), rightly stated, any analysis that 

involves African cultures and behavior must place African 

ideals at the center.  Some of the African ideals or values 

that are discussed in this study include respect, sense of 

belonging to the community, the emphasis on inter 

connectedness and interdependence among community members, 

and a holistic view of the world.  Although respect and 

community connectedness are universal values, in the West 

these values are relative and can be negotiated, while in 

Africa and Asia, they are sacrosanct, not negotiable, and 

are applied with more rigor (Mbiti, 1969; Segal, 2002).  

In the following sections, I briefly discuss each of 

these ideals (values), but it is important to mention two 

facts about the African standpoint.  The first is its 

cultural unity, and the second is the persistence of its 

cultures in spite of external attacks.  
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Africa is an immense continent with about 900 million 

people and about one thousand ethnic groups (Khapoya, 

1998).  In spite of its striking diversity, African 

cultures have some common cultural characteristics.  

Khapoya (1998) acknowledges that there exist many cultural 

commonalities that unite Africa.  Mbiti (1969) and others 

have also emphasized the common cultural thread that runs 

through African countries.  Asante argues that the cultural 

unity of Africa can be compared to a river that has several  

tributaries characterized each by its specific response to 

history and the environment (Asante, 1998).  

European colonization and slavery and Arab’s raids did 

not destroy all of the cultural vestiges of Africa 

(Schiele, 1994, cited by Mazama, 2003) Schiele argues that 

although the colonization of Africa by Europeans and Arabs 

have influenced traditional Africa somewhat, several 

sources maintain that the philosophical integrity of 

traditional Africa has survived in the continent.  Many 

Afrocentric scholars such as Mbiti (1969, 1970; Diop 1990; 

Asante 1998) and others maintain that African tradition and 

values have resisted and survived the attacks of foreign 

invasions.  Taking into consideration the cultural unity of 

Africa it is appropriate to say that there exists an 
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“African standpoint” that can be used as a point of 

reference.  In the context of this study, African 

standpoint will mean that African countries, in spite some 

differences, share common values, ideals and traditions and 

that an African identity really exists (Khapoya, 1998).  

The following is a brief discussion of some of the African 

values that constitutes the cultural unity of Africa. 

Respect 

Respect is one of the cardinal values of African 

value.  African values teach respect for the family, 

including both the living and the dead, adults, parents, 

foreigners, objects, and nature (Asante, 1998; Mbiti, 

1969).  African values teach children to learn “who they 

are and consider themselves partners with the natural 

environment rather than its subjugators” (Akbar, 1998, p. 

249).  African values teach the respect of nature, insects, 

animal, and rivers.  According to scholar Blyden (1994), 

the African studies the book of nature every day- morning, 

noon, and night-from cradle to the grave.  He or she is 

constantly speaking to the earth and the earth is 

constantly teaching him (Blyden, 1994).  
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African Solidarity 

Another African value is the emphasis on African 

societies as collectivist societies.  The group is more 

important than the individual, and the group’s interests 

clearly supersede those of the individual.  A person 

defines his or her identity in terms of belonging to a 

group, and every group belongs and is responsible to a 

community.  For example, when a person commits an offense 

against another person the offense brings disgrace not just 

on the individual offender but on his or her community or 

clan as well.  The offender’s community is also held 

accountable, and the matter is handled by elders of this 

community or clan.  If reparations are to be made, they 

will not be necessary made to the grieved individual but to 

the group of the grieved (Khapoya, 1998).  Since everyone 

belongs and is responsible to his or her community, in 

Africa, human identity is a collective identity (Schiele, 

1994).  Africans do not reject individual uniqueness, but 

they reject the idea that the individual can be understood 

separately from others in his or her social group.  Mbiti 

(1969) uses the African adage “I am because we are, and 

because we are, therefore, I am.”  This African saying 

fully explains the spirit of the African connectedness that 
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focuses on collective projects, and encourages sharing, 

cooperation, and social responsibility.  

 Mbiti (1969) says that solidarity – harmony, and 

community life – are African values that “modern” life is 

trying to replace.  Blyden (1994) argues that African 

values are compatible with the initial definition of the 

term civilization.  According to Blyden (1994), the word 

civilization derives from two Latin words “Cum” and “eo”’ 

which mean coming together or going together.  The communal 

order of African life is not the result of accident.  

According to Blyden, these communal values are the result 

of thousands years of experience enshrined in many African 

proverbs.  One African proverb runs: “What belongs to me is 

destroyable by water or fire; what belongs to us is 

destroyable neither by water nor fire.  Another proverb 

says, “What is mine goes, what is ours abides” (Blyden, 

1994, p. 39). 

The individual is worthwhile when he or she is part of 

the whole.  Respect is a cardinal value that makes 

solidarity possible.  Education must teach children to 

respect themselves and respect others.  If it does not 

teach to respect others, it is violence (Akbar, 1998).  “It 

takes the whole community to raise a child,” (Traditional 
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African saying).  This respect for others produces children 

who value solidarity, are less prone to violence, and solve 

problems. 

Dialogue 

Africans resolve differences by sitting under a Baobab 

tree or around the fire.  Harmony among community members 

is valued more than gold.  Communal life not individualism: 

“I am therefore we are, since we are therefore I am” 

(Mbiti, 1969).  Education must teach interdependence, 

sharing, and compassion. 

African Holistic World View 

African ideals or values are also characterized by a 

holistic view of the universe.  African life is not 

compartmentalized.  There is no formal distinction between 

the sacred and the secular, between the religious and the 

non-religious, between the spiritual; and the material 

areas of life” (Khapoya, 1998, p. 59).  African values hold 

a holistic view of the world, but African people are 

concerned about the invisible more than they are about the 

visible, the infinite, more than the finite.  They are 

concerned about those forces that operate on a higher 

plane.  That’s nature of the spiritual orientation of 
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African people.   

Molefi Asante (1998) refers to the Afrocentric 

holistic worldview as ‘rhythm.’  He says that rhythm 

dictates the beat of your life.  Parents and the community 

teach their African children that individuals find their 

worth, and their most sublime expression of existence in 

relationship to community, to nature, and in relationship 

to some supreme idea or being.  The African holistic 

worldview considers that the academic, social, and moral 

aspects of the education will be given equal importance in 

evaluating the educational success of African children, and 

that education is not for individual development, but for 

the benefit of the community (Asante, 1998). 

Schiele observed that American society does not 

emphasize the spiritual nature of human beings, or values 

such as spirituality, collectivity, mutual aid, and 

cooperation are de-emphasized and underdeveloped.  If the 

American education emphasizes individually and material 

success persists, a kind of alienation from the spiritual 

and the moral will result.  In this alienation, Schiele 

argues an individual’s worth, and sense of self-become 

fragile and diminished, because the emphasis on materialism 

fosters a belief, that human worth is equivalent to 
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physical appearance, material wealth, prestigious 

schooling, and so forth.  

Chapter Summary 

In this chapter, I reviewed some existing literature 

related to diverse immigrants to the United States, and 

noted that literature about African immigrants is scant.  I 

pointed out the fact that the number of African of African 

immigrant children in American schools has been rising 

rapidly, but this category of immigrants has remained 

largely unnoticed (Rong & Brown, 2002).  From the existing 

literature, very little is known about African immigrants 

and their children (Traore, 2002; Rong & Brown, 2002).  The 

little literature that exists is quantitative; some offers 

distorted images of Africa and Africans, and focuses on the 

economic adjustment of adults.  The critical issue of the 

adjustment of the Congolese immigrant child and his or her 

education success has been overlooked.  I stressed the need 

for literature about Congolese children and his or her 

educational needs. I also discussed some of the most 

important assimilation theories in the theoretical 

frameworks and perspectives. 
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CHAPTER 4 

METHODS 

Introduction 

 
 In this chapter, I first provide an overview of the 

paradigm war, describe the philosophical assumptions and 

definition of a qualitative paradigm, and then I give 

reasons for the choice of a case study method.  I argue 

that a qualitative paradigm is the most appropriate 

paradigm for collecting valid data that can efficiently 

answer the research questions of this study.  Next I follow 

with a discussion of my position as a researcher, and I 

discuss the pilot study.  I then describe the process and 
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procedures I used for a data collection, data analysis, and 

data verification for the dissertation study, and finally I 

briefly discuss some ethical considerations. 

Overview:  “The Paradigm War” 

There is an ongoing debate about qualitative and 

quantitative methods in education (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 

2004).  Scholars Johnson and Onwuegbuzie (2004) say that 

both sets of “purists” view their paradigms as ideal for 

research (p. 14) and that their lack of pragmatism has lead 

to misconceptions about the possibilities and limits of 

qualitative, quantitative and mixed approaches.  Johnson 

and Onwuegbuzie point out that other scholars take the 

position that the real issue is not whether one method is 

any better or worse than the other, but rather whether a 

chosen approach is appropriate for answering a study’s core 

research questions.  When Guba (1989) joined the “paradigm 

wars,” he suggested that in the past two or three decades 

research approaches have multiplied, and that the 

qualitative method is a valuable paradigm that can be 

utilized in social science research. 
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Philosophical Assumption and Definition of a  

Qualitative Paradigm 

I started this research project with certain 

epistemological, ontological, ethical and methodological 

assumptions about how I would learn, and what I would learn 

during the inquiry.  

The three philosophical questions I asked are: “What 

is there that can be known?”; “How can we be sure that we 

know what we know?” and “What are the ways of finding 

knowledge?” (Guba & Lincoln 1989, p. 83).  More precisely, 

I asked myself: “What valuable knowledge is over there 

among Congolese immigrant parents that I can collect to 

contribute to the body of knowledge and understand the 

realities of the Congolese immigrant parents and their 

children’s education experiences?”  If Congolese parents do 

have some valuable knowledge, the question to be asked was: 

“What are the ways I can use to get that knowledge?”  

In response to the methodological question, I selected 

a qualitative method, because by definition, qualitative 

research consists of “modes of systematic inquiry concerned 

with understanding human beings and the nature of their 

transactions with themselves and with their surroundings” 

(Benoliel, 1984 cited by Margaret Myers, 2000, p. 4).  
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Benoliel states that the search for understanding human 

experiences in their natural settings in a systematic way 

constitutes the foundation of a qualitative inquiry.  In 

addition, according to Lofland and Lofland (1995), a 

qualitative study is based on the belief that truth can be 

obtained only when the researcher becomes the instrument 

and a witness to the reality as expressed by the 

participants, and carefully observed by the researcher who 

immerses him/herself into the natural world, or setting.  I 

selected the case study as a technique of data collection 

and analysis for several reasons I will discuss below.  

Rationale for Selection of a  

Case Study Methodology 

In this research, I used a case study technique 

because a case study is an ideal methodological approach 

when a holistic, in-depth investigation is needed 

(Demarrais & Lapan, 2004; Lichtman, 2006).  According to  

Suter (2006), case study designs rely on extensive data 

collection, usually over time with a single focus on one 

person or entity (Sutter, 2006, p. 322).  I spent more than 

five months with Congolese families in order to collect 

detailed information about their children’s education 

through observations, individual and groups interviews.  



147 
 
Yin and Stake (1995) believe that case studies are designed 

to bring out the details from the viewpoint of the 

participants by using multiple sources of data.  Tellis 

(1997) states that  Yin and Stake (1995) and others who 

have wide experience in the case study methodology, have 

developed robust procedures that were tested, and that can 

be used with confidence as any in the scientific field. 

In this study, I used multiple small exploratory and 

intrinsic cases (five families) in which I explored several 

aspects of the participants’ experiences including family 

and individual stories, daily life experience with family 

members and interaction between parents and their children 

as well as educational, church and work experiences, etc. 

(Stake, 1995; Yin,1994; Yin, 2004).  I used the family as 

the unit of analysis of the case study.  This study was 

descriptive and its purpose was to describe five Congolese 

immigrant families’ perceptions about their children’s 

education.  As described in the design section below, I 

collected data as participant observation taking extensive 

field notes and tape recording conversations; parents and 

their children were the participants (informants).  Also I 

collected data through individual and group interviews to 

increase the accuracy of the recorded data which were 
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mostly in the form of audiotapes and rich descriptive field 

notes (Suter, 2006).  According to Suter (2006), both 

participant observation and the use of key participants 

(informants) are hallmarks of ethnographic research design 

(Suter, 2006, p. 321). 

I used case study as a triangulation strategy at two 

levels.  First I used triangulation referring to the 

convergence of observations field notes, interviews from 

the parents and their children and group discussion 

interviews.  Next, I also I used data from a questionnaire.  

This triangulation was useful because the accuracy of data 

was increased to the extent that all four sources of data 

collection (families’ interviews, researcher’s observations 

field notes, group discussion interviews and questionnaire) 

were in agreement (Suter, 2006, p. 321).  Stake (1996) 

admits that the protocols  used to ensure accuracy and 

alternative explanations are called triangulation.  The 

need for triangulation arises from the need to confirm the 

validity of the processes in which one approach is followed 

by another to increase confidence in the interpretation 

(Yin, 1994).  

One of the advantages of case studies is that they 

offer multiple-perspectives so that the researcher 
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considers not only the voice and perspective of the actors, 

but also the relevant groups of actors and interactions 

between them (Feagin, Orum & Sjoberg, 1991 cited by Tellis, 

1997).  Many social investigations about immigrant families 

and their children are presented from the point of view of 

the “elite,” but using case study gives a voice to the 

“powerless” and voiceless to express their view (Feagin, 

Orum & Sjoberg, 1991, cited Tellis, 1997). 

Once data were collected, they were categorized, 

analyzed and interpreted according to the context in which 

they occurred (Suter, 2006).  Suter (2006) and Lofland and 

Lofland (1988) maintain that the context provides an 

important backdrop for all descriptive studies.  Suter 

(2006) argues that one cannot fully understand the case (in 

case study) without analyzing how it is embedded within its 

setting.  Ethnographic case study designs are holistic in 

the sense that the person is total, unified and cannot be 

fragmented into independent parts.  Holistic description 

also suggests that the naturalistic setting must be 

preserved and interpreted in a richly social context.  I 

used short vignettes in my result and discussion to support 

my assertions (Suter, 2006).  
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Although frequent criticism of case studies claim that 

their results are neither widely applicable in real life 

nor generalizable, Yin refutes that criticism by presenting 

a well constructed explanation of the difference between 

analytical generalization and statistical generalization.  

Although in general case studies are not generalizable, 

researchers who use case study designs often find that 

their research “generalizes” to the extent others can use 

ideas embedded with descriptions in some other, often 

personal, context.  Sutter contends that in this sense, 

“usefulness may be more important for case studies than 

wide generalization” (Sutter, 2006, p. 321).  

Position of the Researcher 

I have been a member of the Congolese community since 

July 2000, when I arrived in Philadelphia.  I have both 

advantages and disadvantages in approaching a topic related 

to my own community.  Although the Congolese are made up of 

different ethnic groups, they share a significant common 

history and culture, and as I am Congolese, I am familiar 

with the culture, traditions, and values, of the study 

participants (Williams, 1987; Khapoya, 1998). 

My relationships with many participants and my 

understanding of our common backgrounds and challenges in 
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the new country may be beneficial to this study.  I was 

born, grew up, studied, worked, married, and raised 

children in Congo.  My work experience with World Vision 

International and International Christian Aid also 

contribute to my understanding of the topic.  During these 

years, I traveled to many places in Congo, working with 

African families, and I traveled to other African countries 

as well.  As a Project Coordinator at World Vision 

International, I assisted a rural and urban population of 

about half a million with the design, implementation, 

supervision and evaluation of grassroots projects in 

education, health, income generation activities, 

cooperatives, adult literacy and other community 

development projects. 

Education has always been one of my interests.  I 

taught French, Kiswahili and other African languages to 

expatriates and their children.  I was a teacher at the 

American school in my hometown, before I came to the United 

States.  My experience as a school principal at a Belgian 

school in Congo provided me with the opportunities to work 

in a multicultural and multiracial environment. 

In Philadelphia, I worked as a full-time, fourth- 

grade teacher in an Afrocentric school located in 
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Germantown.  For about four years, I worked as a 

Therapeutic Staff Support person (“TSS”) in more than 

twelve primary and secondary schools in Philadelphia.  In 

the role of TSS, I handled a caseload of students who 

needed help with social, behavioral and academic challenges 

in school or at home.  

My interest in the topic of this study arose during my 

TSS assignment.  I met several African students during that 

time.  I witnessed the way African students were treated by 

American classmates, teachers and mainstream society, and, 

because most of the African immigrant students first settle 

in African American neighborhoods, I had the opportunity to 

observe in depth the way African Americans and African 

immigrants relate to each other.  I also experienced some 

of the same prejudice that other African immigrants 

experienced.  For example, I was refused a teaching 

position at one of the Christian schools, because I speak 

English with a French and African flavor.  

My disappointment grew, as I found out that the 

majority of Americans do not know much about Africa.  In 

one of the schools where I worked as a Therapeutic Support 

Staff (TSS), someone asked me, “How do you say ‘good 
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morning’ in African?”  This person was under the impression 

that Africa is a single country with one language. 

In another school where I worked as TSS in 2001, there 

was a national competition on world Geography for all the 

fifth-grade public school students.  At this particular 

school, located in Northeast Philadelphia, the competition 

took place in the assembly room.  There were about eight 

competitors in front of the audience of teachers and 

students from third to sixth grades.  Contestants struggled 

to find answers to the questions asked about the United 

States and the rest of the world.  I was curious and 

impatient to hear if there were going to be any question 

about Africa.  The last and only question that made 

competitors think about Africa was, “What continent has the 

highest rate of HIV/AIDS?”  The answer came easily and 

quickly from a student who was not able to answer to any of 

the previous questions.  To make matters worse, those who 

sat around me turned their heads to stare at me! 

As a teacher by training and profession, I have a 

tendency to want to correct mistakes.  As a teacher and 

school principal, I used to keep records of my students’ 

common mistakes in French or the other languages I taught, 

and I would make every effort to address them.  So, in the 
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United States, after being fed with negative images about 

Africa, I began to keep a diary, hoping that someday I 

could use my notes to help spread accurate information 

about Africa and Africans.  In the diary, I used to write 

the many questions that Americans asked me that, in my 

opinion, displayed ignorance.  It never occurred to me some 

day I would write a dissertation based on my diary.  

However, when time came to choose my dissertation topic, I 

did not struggle to find one.   

As a researcher, editor, and Congolese immigrant , I 

am able to approach this study as both an insider and an 

outsider.  As an insider, I have the advantage of 

understanding the subtle dimensions of black African 

culture.  I was also able to establish frequent encounters 

with prospective participants because I was a member of 

their community.  I met Congolese youth and parents at 

after school programs, African music concerts, and other 

youth organization activities.  These meetings helped 

participants to know me, become acquainted with the things 

I do in life, and begin to trust me.  One of the ways I 

developed trust with the participants of my pilot study was 

to tell potential participants about my experiences in 

America.  I told them stories that sounded like their own- 
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stories that are never related in the literature about the 

Congolese or African immigrants’ education.  This strategy 

was very helpful, because the interviewer-participant 

relationships revealed a reciprocal sharing, and “a 

conversation with purpose” (Cannel & Kahn 1957: p. 149; 

Shavarini 2004).  

Being acquainted with the interviewees and 

establishing trust with them greatly helped the disclosure 

of information during the pilot and actual study.  Given 

their personal relationship with me, each of participants 

in the study, as well as their families were eager and 

enthusiastic about the study.  Thus, acceptance was easily 

and promptly accomplished.  However, during the pilot and 

the actual study, my role as an insider also posed a 

challenge.  

Huberman and Miles (1994) argue that maintaining an 

open mind to whatever information they received was a 

continual challenge in their study, and similarly, my first 

challenge was to disconnect my personal experiences from 

those of the participants.  I had to learn to look at the 

topic from an outsider’s perspective, maintaining distance 

and paying attention to what I heard as if the experiences 

related were unfamiliar to me personally (Lofland & 
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Lofland, 1995).  Huberman and Miles (1994) are right when 

they contend that being an insider and outsider is not only 

a source of knowledge and insight, but also a source of 

self-criticism.  It is in this dual position that I learned 

a great deal from both formal and informal participants’ 

experiences as immigrants to this great nation with its 

many strengths and weaknesses.  

Design in Qualitative Research 

In designing a research method for the actual study, 

Creswell recommends that researchers try to find a match 

between the philosophical assumptions about what 

constitutes knowledge claims, the strategy of inquiry and 

the methods (Creswell, p. 8).  In the actual study I used 

the same research questions asked during the pilot study 

and added more.  I used observations, individual and focus 

group interviews as the only tools for data collection.  I 

used interviews because interviews can generate discussion, 

interactions, and ask open-ended questions (Creswell, 

2003).  

Pilot Study 

Before conducting the actual dissertation study, I 

conducted a pilot study using a convenience and purposeful 

sample with seven parents and four children from three 
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African countries (Table 3 Profile of Participants of the 

Pilot Study).  The purpose of the pilot study was to test 

the project instrument protocols to help determine 

difficulties I may have in conducting the actual 

dissertation study (Creswell, 2005).  The pilot study was 

also intended to identify problems related to gaining 

access and site and selection of participants as well as to 

evaluate the content of the research questions and modes of 

interviewing, so that I can make informed changes to 

improve the interview protocols (Gall et al., 1996; 

Creswell, 2003).  The pilot study site was the same as for 

the actual study, but participants in the pilot study did 

not participate in the dissertation study, and the actual 

study focused only on Congolese parents and their children.  

Preliminary findings from the pilot concurred with the 

result of the actual study, but only themes that emerged 

during the actual study are discussed in this dissertation.  

Table 3.  Profile of Participants of the Pilot Study 

 
Participant 
Number 

Gender Age Country 
of Origin

Education 
Level 

Work 
Experience 
in Africa 

Length of 
Stay in 
USA 

 
 

1 Man Over 50 DRC Congo MA 10 years + 17 years 
       
2 Man Over 40 DRC 

Cong 
BA 10 years + 15 years 
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3 Woman Over 40 DRC 
Congo 

High 
School 

3 years 17 years 

       
4 Woman Over 50 Kenya MA Over 15 

years 
5 years 

       
5 
 

Boy 17 Kenya 11th Grade None 5 years 

6 
 

Girl 17 Liberia 11th Grade None 4 years 

7 
 

Girl 13 Liberia 10th Grade None 4 years 

 
Site Selection 

I selected most of the participants living in Upper 

Darby, North and West Philadelphia, and Germantown areas 

because that is where most Africans live.  The majority of 

people living in his areas are low income minorities 

including African Americans, Latina, Asians, Africans, 

Jamaicans, Haitians and few whites.  Most houses in these 

areas were built a hundred years ago and present cracked 

walls, leaking roofs, pale paint, and abandoned buildings.  

Crime rate and drug addiction are higher in these places 

than in the suburbs where most middle-class white Americans 

live.  I collected data in the participants’ homes 

considered most convenient to the participants, in their 

natural setting (Lofland & Lofland 1995).  In order to 

avoid distractions and noise, observations, interviews and 

focus group interviews took place inside these natural 

settings.  
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Selection of Participants 

The main issues I dealt with in sampling selection 

included:  Who will be interviewed and why?  How many will 

be interviewed, and how many times will each person be 

interviewed?  When and how long will each participant be 

interviewed?  Where each interviewee will be interviewed? 

How access to the interview sessions will be organized? 

(Creswell, 2005; Punch, 1998).  

I selected a convenience and a purposeful sampling of 

five Congolese families, including five female, five male; 

eleven children: seven boys and four girls.  A convenience 

sample consists of “A group of cases that are selected 

simply because they are available and easy to access” (Gall 

et al., 1999, p. 295).  Creswell (2003) says that in a 

convenience sampling the researcher selects participants 

because they are willing and available.  I set criteria for 

selection, and used several approaches to identify 

participants.  First I made a list of Congolese parents.  

The Congolese American Association of Pennsylvania (CAAP) 

recommended for the study, and then I added those 

recommended from my church.  I then called each of them and 

arranged an appointment.  I selected participants I 

believed trusted me, because trust allows the disclosure of 
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information (Creswell, 2003).  I selected 8 parents (5 male 

and 5 female; age 21 and older, with some child rearing 

experience in Africa, and who came to America between 1980 

and the present.  Eleven children (7 boys and 4 girls) 

participated to this study.  Criteria for children’s 

selection as participants included (a) being a current or 

former a K-12 student in Philadelphia private or public 

school, and (b) having previous schooling experience in 

Africa. 

Parents fully accepted me saying that they were 

honored to participate to this study.  Parents suggested 

other families that I could include in my study if I wanted 

to.  I was happy and confident to be accepted by all 

participants.  Lofland and Lofland (1995) rightly 

established that researchers are more likely to be 

successful in their quest for access if they enter 

negotiations armed with connections, accountability, 

knowledge and courtesy.  They agree that gaining permission 

to do an interview is greatly expedited if the researcher 

has connections.  “It is who you know that count” (p. 37).  

Lofland and Lofland’s assertion proved to be true in my 

task. 
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I selected parents and children not only because they 

were easily reached given the fact they do not live too far 

from my residence, but also I chose those who were willing 

and available.  I considered selecting participants who 

would provide information that would help understand the 

phenomenon (Creswell, 2005).  Lofland and Lofland (1995) 

recommend that participants in an ethnographic study should 

be interviewed in their natural settings.  Thus, I 

collected data from participants in the parents’ homes.  To 

avoid distractions and noise, observation and interviews 

took place inside the participants’ homes (Creswell, 2003).  

The Selection of Five-Family Study 

When I first shared the idea of focusing my 

dissertation study on the experience of Congolese 

immigrants, I asked my friends from Church and Congolese 

American Association about the idea.  They encouraged me 

and added that it would be a meaningful project. 

My first intention was to work with six or seven 

immigrant families with the hope of ending up with four or 

five in case some of them decided to withdraw from the 

study.  I approached about ten families, and soon 

realized, however, that some parents would not make a 
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commitment to my study.  One parent had two jobs, and was 

not comfortable telling me this was the true reason for not 

being part of the study.  Instead, he suggested I interview 

him on the telephone, and I had to tell him my case study 

requires about one five hour visits each week for four to 

six months. There was no issue of trust, but only the lack 

of time.  I gave up on him and continued to look for those 

who not only were willing but also were available.  Some had 

schedule problems because they worked at night, and needed 

to sleep during the day.  Financial factors prevented others 

from making a commitment.  One family started with me, and 

moved to another states three months later.  Two parents 

continued to agree to participate, giving and postponing 

appointments until I realized that it would be risky to 

begin with participants who could not keep appointments.   

The nature of my inquiry did not present any problem, 

because participants were told in advance that they would 

reflect on and talk about experiences as parents with 

respect to their children’s education.  It is true that in 

most anthropological and ethnographic work, the 

availability and willingness of the informants determines 

the number of participants (Chua, 2002).  Therefore, a 

small number of families participated in this study 
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(Suarez-Orozco, 1989).  In the end I completed the study 

with five families as participants in the study.  Two 

families were recommended to me by a member of the 

Congolese American Association, two families belong to my 

church, and the fifth family was recommended to me by a 

Congolese friend.  Working with just five families allowed 

me to place an emphasis on meaning-making processes and on 

details with depth (Chua, 2002).  It is important to 

mention that the five families were made of twenty one 

individuals, each with his or her unique experiences (see 

Table 5 to Table 9 on family member participants' 

characteristics, each which represents a family.  

Data Collection 

Data Sources for the Study 

I used four sources of data collection.  First I 

collected most data during family weekly home visits from rich 

narratives, dialogues, observations and informal individual 

interviews.  Next I collected data from formal interviews; 

third I gathered data from focus group interviews with 

participants who were not part of the five family-case study, 

and fourth I used a survey to collect data about participants’ 
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‘assimilation’.  I will explain each source in turn in the 

following sections: 

(a) Observations and field notes during family visits 

I visited each family at least 4 hours per week from 

September 2006 to January 2007.  On average, I visited each 

family for about 50 hours of observations, informal 

interviews, dialogues, and taking field notes.  During each 

visit, I paid particular attention to participants’ word 

choice, attitude and body language which helped to disclose 

the deeper meanings of the participants’ experiences; I taped 

some portions of weekly dialogues to help me remember the main 

topics and themes for each family, and wrote analytical memos 

(Lofland & Lofland, 1995). 

(b) Interviews 

Toward the end of family visits, I asked parents to set 

aside a longer time for the exit interview.  During exit 

interviews, I asked more questions, and asked for 

clarification of some earlier parts of discussion.  Each exit 

interview lasted about 60 minutes with parents, and 30 to 40 

minutes with the children.  I also held one focus group 

interview with each of the four families, so as to include 

these valuable conversations among the participants.   
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I was worried about interviewing parents and children 

together during the family exit interview, but the nature 

of my questions and family dynamics seemed to the 

interviewees to express themselves and their experiences 

and feelings freely.  The children revealed things that 

they would not have normally spoken to each other about.  

For example, one child complained that his parents continue 

to remind her about doing her homework or time to going to 

bed when she believes she is old enough to take care of 

herself and her responsibilities.  

I used a series of a “one-on-one interview” with open-

end question as the “form of interviewing that would help 

understand the phenomenon and answer the questions in my 

study” (Creswell, 2005, p. 215).  The major research 

questions this study asks are listed on pages 10-11.  The 

answers describe children and parents’ experiences 

including satisfaction in different areas, and tell us what 

“success” means to the different parties involved. 

(c) Focus group  

Unlike sampling for survey research, selecting 

participants for focus group has a different goal.  A focus 

group is designed to provide greater depth of information 

on specific topics of interest, therefore a sampling for 
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focus group is purposive in nature (Morgan 1998), and 

participants are selected according to the goals or needs 

of the project.  Morgan notes that participants can or 

should be selected according to the categories of 

participants that need to be heard and the similarities and 

differences that need to be examined (Morgan 1998).  

Because the purpose of my study was to provide greater 

depth to the observations of the case studies, the sample I 

selected for the focus group mirrored, as much as possible, 

the participants in the case study.  Participants invited 

to the focus group interviews were the Congolese parents 

who met the same criteria I set for the four families 

participating in the study  

Focus Group: Selection of Participants 

Three men and one woman participated in the focus 

group discussion.  All participants in the focus group 

interview were Congolese who came to America from 1970 to 

2006.  They all had children who attended or attend K-12 

school in Philadelphia and the Upper Darby area, but some 

of their children did not have schooling in Africa.  All 

participants were enthusiastic about participating in the 

study.  I informed them that participation was absolutely 

voluntary, that audio taping of the discussion would be 
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made, and their names would never be used in reporting the 

results of the study.  Also I informed participants that 

they could refuse to answer any question that they could 

cease participation to the focus group session any time, 

written consent forms written in English with translation 

in French were distributed to each of the participant (See 

Appendix 5: Interview Protocol). 

Site of the Focus Group Interview 

The focus group interview took place in the house of 

one of the participants where Congolese association members 

often meet for monthly meetings.  Holding the focus group 

meeting in a home familiar to all the participants helped 

them feel comfortable and confident because they all felt 

being home.  

Language of the Focus Group 

All participants indicated that they spoke English in 

addition to French and other Congolese languages.  When I 

asked in French what language they preferred for the 

interview, all participants preferred English.  One parent 

said it was easier to use English, but suggested that 

French or Congolese languages could be used when necessary, 

especially in the use of proverbs and idiomatic 
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expressions.  All agreed that each participant should use 

the language in which he felt comfortable, and when best 

conveyed his or her meaning.  All the written materials 

used during the focus group were provided in both French 

and English.  As a researcher, I played the role of the 

moderator, and I conducted the focus group discussion 

without any particular difficulty.  The course of the focus 

group went well, and participants felt at ease.  At the end 

some of the participants said they enjoyed the discussions, 

and they remembered many things from their home country and 

their past school experiences that they had not thought 

about in years. 

Questionnaire 

Before the interview discussion started, I used a 

short questionnaire to obtain focus group participants’ 

demographic information (Appendix 5: Form A1. Congolese 

Participants’ Immigrant Demographic Information).  I asked 

one of the participants to read the questionnaire aloud 

with permission of all participants, and make sure each 

participant understood the questionnaire.  I audio taped 

the focus group interviews to achieve maximum accuracy and 

supplement my notes.  No one expressed discomfort at being 

audio taped; on the contrary, the recording stimulated the 
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discussion because when I stopped the taped after 5 minutes 

of recording to check the quality, participants enjoyed 

hearing their voices played back.  During the focus group I 

called participants by their first names, and their 

confidentiality was assured, even though the participants 

said that they did not mind being identified. 

Focus Group Interview Questions 

The purpose of the focus group interview was to 

understand Congolese immigrant parents’ perceptions about 

the education of their children.  Thus, I used the same 

questions I asked parents in their homes (see Appendix 5: 

Interview Protocol).  During the interview I allowed 

participants to take their time and to fully express their 

answers.  The focus group interview was planned for 90 

minutes, but it lasted 160 minutes (2 hours and 40 

minutes).  One of the difficulties was the lack of time to 

ask all the new questions that arose during the discussion.  

However all questions prepared in advance and few new ones 

were answered. 

Benefit 

I did not give participants any incentive, but the 

host family offered soda to the participants as is 
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traditional in African and American hospitality.  At the 

end of the focus group discussion, participants reported to 

me that they were happy to be part of the study, and they 

did not need any compensation.  I told the participants 

that their participation would greatly contribute to 

creating new knowledge and understanding about Congolese 

experiences in America.  

Participants were happy and engaged in the process, 

and indicated that this was the first time this kind of 

study was done.  One parents said: “I’m impressed with the 

depth of the discussions, and I thank you all for the 

opportunity to be part of the study.”  It is worth noting 

that participants did not show any feeling of fear for 

being interviewed and taped given the fact that all of the 

participants were legal immigrants.  In addition, their 

names were kept confidential, and were not placed at any 

risk by participating in this study (Chuo, 2002). 

Data Analysis 

The following section summarizes the data analysis 

procedures and findings from the case studies and the 

individual and focus group interviews.  Names that are 

mentioned in the finding sections are not the real names of 

the participants.  
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Data Preparation 

At this first stage, I gathered all the interviews and 

observation notes, reflection memos, individual and focus 

group interviews.  I transcribed them verbatim.  The first 

step I took in data analysis, as suggested by Creswell 

(2003), was to organize and prepare data for analysis.  To 

this end, I cut and pasted all field notes, memos and 

interviews I collected during data collection process.  The 

field notes and interviews put together totaled more than 

two hundred and four single spaced, typed pages.  Algozzine 

and Hancock (2006) rightly observed that case studies 

generate large amounts of information from different 

sources (p. 62).  According to Miles and Huberman (1994), 

data analysis is data reduction.  I was compelled to reduce 

interviews, observations, field notes, and analytic memos 

to a manageable size without losing the essence of 

important information.  Cutting some of the pages was a 

painful experience, because I valued each word from the 

participants, but it was cumbersome to read two hundred 

pages over and over for data analysis process.  I reduced 

the raw material data from 204 to 157 pages using the 

procedures and techniques of contextualization and 

categorization. 
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Data Analysis Procedures 

Using Creswell’s (2005)framework , I began by 

preparing my data for analysis by gathering all my 

observation notes, reflection memos, individual and group 

interview recordings and translating those interviews that 

were not conducted in English.  I transcribed them 

verbatim, read them through so I could get a general sense 

of the information they conveyed, and reflected on each 

interview’s overall meaning.  During this process, I looked 

for the underlying meaning, annotating my transcripts to 

highlight passages, words, and quotes that reflected 

emerging themes (Creswell, 2005). 

When I completed the above tasks, I made a list of the 

major topics that arose in the interviews.  I grouped 

similar topics, and searched for features, clusters or 

chunks of data.  I sorted and organized data into major 

topics, unique topics and “leftovers.” During this process, 

I examined the text, sentences and segments from the 

participants, and labeled these categories with codes in 

the participant’s language (in vivo).  Finally, to complete 

my preparation, I recorded words and perspectives from the 

participants using direct quotes so that they could be 

distinguished from my own words.  
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Data Verification 

Validity is usually expressed through a question: “How 

well does this data represent the phenomena that it 

represents?” The validation of data involves the processes 

whereby, as a researcher, I can have confidence in my 

analyses and present it in ways that can be independently 

checked by others (Creswell, 2005; Algozzine & Hancock, 

2006).  I followed these steps: 

I used “member checking,” a process by which I took 

the interview transcripts to interviewees for their review 

before beginning the analysis to check that the record was 

accurate from their perspective.  Creswell stated that 

member checking is a way to determine the accuracy of the 

qualitative findings.  After reviewing the interviews, some 

participants asked for some minor changes in the initial 

interview transcripts, which I made before beginning the 

analysis.  

I also used “peer debriefing” to enhance the accuracy 

of the account.  During the debriefing process, I 

identified Shambuyi, as a “peer debriefer.” Shambuyi is a 

Congolese male and a teacher in Philadelphia public school 

with more than ten years of teaching experience) He 

reviewed and asked questions about my study so that, as 
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Creswell argued, the account would resonate with people 

other than me, the researcher.  In keeping with this 

technique, I selected, Shambuyi, a peer debriefer because 

he was new to me and to the project.  He provided 

assessment throughout my research process and also at the 

conclusion of the study (Creswell, 2003).  I incorporated 

Shambuyi’s comments in the analysis. 

Finally I also used an external auditor or “audit 

trail.”  I kept careful records of the details of my 

research, including the actual procedures I used in data 

collection and analysis.  This technique helped me approach 

the research tasks in a more self-critical and systematic 

way and also promised to provide readers with the kind of 

information they needed to assess the trustworthiness of my 

research.  

Ethical Considerations 

In the process of conducting research for my study I 

met and interviewed the Congolese parents and children in 

their natural setting (Lofland & Lofland, 1995).  According 

to Gall (1996), educational researchers may have good 

intentions, but if they are not careful, their studies can 

place individuals in situation that involve risk.  For that 

reason, “It is of paramount importance that educational 
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researchers respect the right, privacy, dignity, and 

sensibility of their research populations” (Gall, 1996, p. 

87). 

 

Gall warns that when the results of research are not 

handled carefully problems can rise.  These problems can 

harm or create inconvenience for the individuals being 

studied.  He cautions that these problems can hamper 

subsequent studies because administrators and other 

individuals have become concerned about possible 

complaints, lawsuits, or other negative consequences.  

Taking in consideration the above warnings, therefore, I 

asked parents to sign a consent letter to give me 

permission to interview and audiotape them (see, Appendix 

A: Parental Consent Form and Appendix C and Permission to 

Audiotape).  Since children who participated to this study 

were minor, I asked parent’s permission to interview and 

tape their children’s interviews as well (see Appendix B: 

Minor Assent Form). 

Privacy and Confidentiality 

I did not give other people the information collected 

in this study or share with one participant the information 

concerning another participant or their personal opinions, 
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or problems.  All participants were identified by a nick 

name and or initials (Creswell 2003; Lofland & Lofland, 

1995).   

 In this chapter I discussed the reasons for the 

selection of the qualitative method for this study. I 

provided an overview of the qualitative paradigm and 

described the process and procedures I used for data 

collection and data analysis. Finally I discussed my 

position as a researcher and summarized some ethical 

considerations. 
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CHAPTER 5 

FAMILY PROFILES 

Introduction 

In this chapter I describe the profiles of the five 

families that participated in this study.  I focus on the 

parents’ work and educational experiences in Congo and the 

United States of America.  

Life Story: Maya and Mbuta Family Profile 

Maya and her husband Mbuta came to the U.S. in 1989 

because Mbuta had some political problems in Congo (Zaire).  

Mbuta used to criticize Mobutu’s regime.  When his family 

members were killed by Mobutu’s agents because of Mbuta’s 

oppositional stand against Mobutu, and facing death threat 

every day, Mbuta and his family decided to leave Zaire.  

Their five children were still young, ranging in age from 3 

to 8 years old, when Maya and Mbuta left the country.  Maya 

and Mbuta did not come directly to the U.S.  Maya 

explained, “[W]e left Congo in 1982, and arrived in the 
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U.S. in 1989.  We spent some time in Angola and in Congo-

Brazzaville as refugees.  The children stayed in school in 

Africa.” 
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Maya lives in her own row house located in northeast 

Philadelphia.  It is a row house made of baked brown small 

bricks built about hundred years ago.  The inside of the 

house was always clean, with everything in its place.  It 

is a spacious house with three bed rooms and luxurious 

sofa, a large dining table with eight chairs and cupboards.  

There is huge mirror in the living room and a big color 

screen TV.  Maya’s house is about four blocks away from her 

cousin, Feza.  Feza lives with her octogenarian parents and 

her other children.  They’re Maya’s relatives.  Maya told 

me several times in the conversation in her house that she 

considers them as her own parents.  Mabiala is Maya’s 

cousin and he is Feza’s elder brother.  As a matter of fact 

Mabiala facilitated and sponsored Mbuta and Maya’s trip 

from Africa to America.  Mabiala visits Maya and his 

parents almost every day, and also provides moral and 

social support to his cousin Maya as Mbuta now lives in 

Congo.  In 1997, Mbuta returned to Congo when Mobutu was 

driven out of Congo.  Mbuta objective was to continue to 

contribute to the reconstruction of his beloved country.  

Mbuta regularly comes to the U.S. to visit his wife and 

their two sons.  
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Given the fact that Mbuta is away, and given Mabiala’s 

close relationship with Maya I also included Mabiala, as 

one of the participants of this study.  Also three of 

Feza’s children (Moke, Mayele and Luve) were participants 

to this study as members of Maya’s families because they 

live with Maya (Table 4).  Maya’s own children have left 

and established their own families, but they often come and 

visit their mother.   

Parents’ Education in Zaire (Congo) and Belgium 

Although they came from different family and financial 

backgrounds, in Congo, both Maya and Mbuta received 

excellent education and went on to have successful careers. 

Overall, Maya has positive memories of her education in 

Congo.  She recalls discipline, good facilities and 

visiting teachers from Namur in Belgium.  “I did not have 

many difficulties with my studies.  I went to good 

school[s], things were fine that time.  I attended one of 

the best primary school system[s] known as “Ecoles 

Primaires Sélectionées,” that is, primary schools for the 

best selected students.  Parents paid fees and we were 

provided with everything from school.  In my time, the 

uniform system did not exist.”  Dorothy’s secondary 
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education at Djuma was more costly, but Maya explained, 

still worthwhile.  “It was expensive for parents to pay for 

boarding school like Djuma, but we received the best 

education and facilities.”  

Maya attended a Catholic Mission boarding school for 

girls in her home District of Kiwit.  She is proud of her 

studies, and believes she received one of the best 

educations offered in Congo during the colonial and 

Mobutu’s time.  She remembers her school in Kiwit fondly: 

“I cannot forget my school.  My school was as beautiful as 

some of the school[s] I see here in America, with a study 

room, gym -- everything was there.  Nothing was missing in 

the boarding school (Rien ne manquait à l’internat).”  

“As I was one of the best students, after completing 

primary school, I was transferred to Djuma.  Djuma was 

affiliated to the Scientific School of Namur in Belgium 

(l’Ecole Scientifique de Namur).  Only the top three of 

each school in the province were selected to go to Djuma.” 

Once at Djuma, Maya and her classmates were part of a 

rigorous system that eliminated the weakest students and 

guaranteed university admission to those who completed the 

program.  Those who earned less than 70% on the final exams 
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were cut.  By her last year at Djuma, Maya was one of five 

students who graduated.  “At the university we all did well 

and we all held leadership positions,” Maya proudly said. 

Maya is also proud of her husband’s education.  “My 

husband was very smart, but was orphan, and the Inspector 

paid for his boarding school.  Schools used to have money 

to pay for the best students from poor families.”  At that 

time, it never occurred to Maya that in the future, poor 

Congolese students would be denied access to education. 

Maya and her husband studied at the state University 

of Lubumbashi (Universite Libre du Congo, U.O.C.) at 

Kasapa.  There they enjoyed government support that would 

make any American graduate student envious.  As a married 

couple Maya and her husband were entitled to a house with 

two rooms, scholarship money and money for expenses such as 

food and school supplies.  They also received extra money 

for their baby’s allowance (allocation familiale).  The 

university provided buses for students, so there was no 

need for the added expense of a car. 

After her husband’s graduation from UOC, Maya and her 

husband continued along an impressive career path that 

included post-graduate study for Mbuta in Belgium.  In 
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Congo (Zaire) Maya’s husband last position was the General 

Secretary at the Scientific Research Department (Sécretaire 

Général à l’ Institut de la Rechereche Scientifique), and 

Maya was a Financial Director at DESMP, a Company that used 

to make and distribute medicine throughout the country.  

Maya remembers: “Life was good, [with] no worry, and we 

began to have more children!” 

Maya’s Children’s Education 
 

Despite the turmoil, the family managed to keep the 

children enrolled in schools.  The first born was in 4th 

grade of primary school, and the second was in the 3rd 

grade when they were left in Congo-Brazzaville.  Their 

first child studied at a good private school in Kinshasa, 

where the children were taught only in French.  Maya 

appreciated teaching in French instead of in local 

languages: “We believed that it was the best thing because 

French is the key to get a job when children finish 

schools.”  

In Angola and Congo Brazzaville their children 

attended the Belgian schools.  “Our children were always 

the top in their class, just like my husband.  He always 

finished with greatest distinction (la plus grande 
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distinction).”  In the end, the three daughters of the 

family returned to Kinshasa to finish their studies, while 

the boys followed their parents to the United States and 

attended school there.  

The youngest came first, and his brother followed two 

years later.  Before they came here, both boys attended 

some English classes at the American school of Kinshasa 

(TASK) to learn English.  In America the youngest was 

required do repeat K-12.  His parents sent him to a center 

where he prepared his GED.  Then he was admitted to 

Community College.  The elder boy came later, and followed 

his younger brother’s footsteps.  After community college 

they were admitted to Temple University.  Upon completing 

his undergraduate studies at Temple University, the 

youngest went to Florida and specialized in Aerospace 

studies; his brother graduated from Temple and went on to 

specialize in Computer Telecommunications.  They now both 

have management positions in their jobs.  They are happily 

married and have started their own life. 

Maya’s Nephews and Nieces Education 

Maya lives with three of her cousin’s children.  Being 

used to live with children, Maya said living with her 
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cousin’s children was rewarding to her.  The elder, Moke 

was born in 1982.  He came to America in 2000 when he was 

18 years old.  In Congo, Moke was in K-11.  He was tested 

here at a public school at her mother request, and his test 

score determined that his performance was equivalent to a 

K-12 student because Moke scored only ‘As’ in all written 

tests.  Moke graduated the same year, and went to college 

at Temple University.  Moke was a good student with more 

‘As’ than’ Bs’. 

The second child is Mayele.  Mayele was born in 1984.  

He was 16 years old when he came to America.  In Congo he 

was in K-11.  He was tested in America, and started in K-12 

in one of the public schools.  The third child is Luve.  

She was 14 years old when she came to America.  She got 

only As in all tests, and started in K- 11 in American 

public school.  Luve continued to excel in all subjects, 

and graduated from high school when she was 16 years old.  

She completed her B.A. degree at Temple University in May 

2007 at the age of 20.  “She will begin her Master’s degree 

at the age of twenty-one,” Maya proudly declared.  

Maya and Feza have played a big role in the education 

of their children.  The children’s success was in great 
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part the result of careful planning and guidance on the 

part of their parents augmented by Congolese community 

support.  Maya and Mbuta attempted to take the best from 

both American and African cultures to bring their sons to 

successful adulthood.  Maya and Mbuta set high expectations 

and a strict schedule for their children, niece and 

nephews.  They told their children to bring A’s, not B’s.  

“You’re here to study,” she hammered.  Parents set high 

expectation standards for success.  “I always expect my 

children to become important people.  I expect them to 

become rich.  I used to pray for that.  I command them: 

“Get out of [the] low[er] class.”  

Respect and obedience were the most important factors 

that contributed to the children’s success Maya said.  “Our 

children never disobeyed; they always had a busy schedule 

…There was little time to watch TV,” adds Maya.  This 

culture of respect carried over to the boys’ self-image: 

While they were in school my children developed another 

strategy to get more respect,” said Maya.  They always 

dressed up with a tie and a clean vest. 

These expectations were accompanied with hard work for 

each members of the family.  Maya said her family used to 



187 
 

 

work hard like ants,(travailler comme les fourmis), staying 

focused on achieving specific goals.  The family needed 

money  to support the U.S. family as well as  those in 

Congo and one child who was in school in Belgium, so Maya 

held two jobs to meet these expenses.  Rather than lowering 

their expectations, the family sought ways to make sure 

their sons would have access to further education.  “My 

husband used to work at Temple University and helped them 

with encouragement, and also searched for grants.”  Since 

both children made good grades they qualified for the 

grants.  “We all worked hard and tried to avoid debts for 

their schooling.” 

The family strategy reached beyond their immediate 

circle.  The children’s circle of friends and the Congolese 

community played a role in supporting the boys’ positive 

behavior and hard work.  The choice of good friends helped 

avoid unnecessary problems.  “Our children had few friends 

from school; their friends came to our house and most of 

the time was for study group, and little time of 

relaxation.”  As parents, Maya and Mbuta relied on African 

values, and told their children to be proud to be African, 

but also to appreciate both African and American values.   
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Table 4.  Maya Family Member Participants’  

  Characteristics(*) 
 
 
Parents Age at 

Arrival 
Years 
in 
U.S. 

Education 
in Congo 

Education 
in U.S. 

Employment 
in Congo 

Employment 
in U.S. 

       
       
Mbuta 
(Father) 

41 8 M.A. -- Manager Returned 
to Congo 
 

Mabiala 
(cousin)*  

34 23 M.D. in 
Europe 

-- M.D. N/A 

       
Maya 
(Mother)*  

37 17 2 years 
college 

Aide-Nurse Manager Aide-Nurse 

       
Children   Highest Ed 

Level in 
Congo 

Start 
Level in 
U. S. 

Recent 
School 
Perform 

Highest Ed 
Level 

       
Alain 
(Son) 

18  K-12 GED A+ M.A. 

       
Eric (Son) 18  K-12 GED A M.A. 
       
Moke 
(Nephew)*  

18 6 K-12 K-12 A M.A. 
 
 

Mayele 
(Nephew)*  

16 6 K-11 K-12 A M.A. 
 
 

Luve 
(Niece)* 

14 6 K-10 K-11 A B.A 

 
 

They told their sons that there were some good things and 

bad things in Africa and in America and everywhere else in 

the world.  “There are poor people in Africa, and there are 

also poor people in America,” Maya reminded her sons. 

Life Story: Djibu’s Family Profile 

 Djibu, now about 59 year-old and his wife, Safulaya, 

55 year-old, were leading a Protestant Church in Banania  
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in northeast of Congo, formerly Zaire, before they came to 

the U.S.  Djibu has a B.A. in Theology from the Protestant 

University of Congo (Zaire).  He completed his Master’s 

degree in Theology in France, and then returned to work as 

pastor and teacher in Banania at the Theological School.  

Djibu wanted to get more knowledge and better serve his 

church and his people.  He applied for admission in the 

Theological School in New York City, and when he was 

offered a place, he did not hesitate to fly to the U.S. 

Djibu came to the U.S. in 1986 to continue his studies 

in Theology.  Six months later, his wife, Safulaya joined 

him with their three boys: Mutubile was 14 years old; 

Asumani was 13 years old, and Kalemb was 10 years old.  The 

Djibu started life in America in New York, then they moved 

to Atlantic City in New Jersey, and since 1998 they have 

been living in West Philadelphia in their own house.  It is 

a row house with small from yard.  In the spring the Djibu 

transform the front yard into a small garden where they 

grow cucumber, tomatoes and Congolese vegetables.  The 

house is two floor row building with three bedrooms and a 

basement.  As you enter the house you see family photos for 

each member of the family hanging on the left wall.  Below 
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on left side is placed a TV with tens of CDs, DVDs and 

tapes some of which have Congolese music and comedies.  

There are few other pictures and painting on the walls.  

The house was always cozy during the five cold months of my 

visits to their house.  We used to sit in the living room 

that can contain more than twenty seated people.  Sometimes 

we used to sit at the kitchen table for observations, while 

the younger children completed their homework.  

Djibu and Safulayata have five children.  Two of their 

children were born in the U.S.  They were not part of this 

study, but the parents made constant comparison between 

their children born in Congo and those born in America.  

Here is how Djibu describes his life story: “My parents 

were illiterate farmers.  They didn’t have the opportunity 

to go to school, but they encouraged us, my brothers, my 

sisters and I to go to school.  They expected me to do 

well.   

Djibu said he used to like to go to school very much.  

He said: “I had two goals.  My first goal was to learn how 

to speak French someday as fluently as possible.  My second 

goal was to have an educated wife because I dreamed to live 

a better life than my parents”.  Although Djibu didn’t have 
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money, clothes and shoes, he focused on his studies. He 

declared: “I was in middle school when I put on sneakers 

for the first time in my life and I was about 15 years 

old.”  

Djibu continued and said he remembered one day a bush 

fire burned his family house.  “There was no food left”, 

Djiub recalled with sadness in his voice.  “There were 

times when we had a lot of food, but sometimes we didn’t 

have any.  In the rainy season, we didn’t have enough food 

in the family, but we were always happy’, Djibu told me.   

Djibu attended primary school in his village.  “In my 

primary school homework was not about writing, but 

providing construction materials for the teacher’s house, 

or drawing water, and carrying it, often on your head in a 

bucket or a basin, for missionaries or cut grass in the 

school yard.  If you didn’t do manual work they would come 

to the classroom and send you to the bush to do it, and you 

would miss class, and they would beat you.”  Djibu 

explained that I was like giving you a double punishment.  

“That was a terrible experience!”  Dijibu remembered.  “It 

was a shame, but now when I reflect on that experience I 

say that it was a good method of building up our 
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characters,” Djibu declared with some satisfaction in his 

face.   

Djibu attended a boarding school at a mission 

secondary school.  While he was in boarding school he 

learned how to grow food for myself in the school garden.  

“The school taught us how to grow beans, corn, peanuts, 

yams, sweet potatoes, etc.  We used to spend two hours 

every day in the school garden from 4:00 - 6:00 p.m.  If 

you didn’t finish your portion of work, they would beat you 

up (laugh!).  My motivation to learn gardening and school 

subjects was high, and I worked hard.”  Also in other 

subjects, Djibu said he was always on top or second in 

class from the first to the last year of high school.”  

Djibu reported that from 1st to 6th grades of secondary 

school discipline was tough for him.  Instead of being 

outside and play under moonlight as children used to do in 

the village, by 9:00 pm, he was obliged to be in the 

dormitory.  “Lights were turned off.  We were required to 

finish our homework during the day time.  Sometimes, there 

was a conflicting schedule for working in the school garden 

and to do homework.  We used to walk home every weekend to 
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bring food from home to the boarding school.  The school 

was at about 60 to 80 miles from my home,” Djibu recalled.   

After high school Djibu took a test to continue his 

studies at the teacher training school, known as normal 

school (ecole normale).  Djibu said it was hard for him to 

be admitted because there was only one such a school in the 

region for of hundreds high school graduates.  The normal 

school was run by the Africa Inland Mission (AIM), an 

American mission association.  It was tough to be selected 

for the normal school because in addition to obtaining the 

highest grades, the applicants were selected only among 

pastor’s children or the church elders’ sons.  I came from 

a non Christian home.  Girls and non Protestant Christians 

were not qualified to enter the normal school.  However, I 

was selected because I was a hard working good student, and 

my grades (points) put me at the top on the list.  The 

Secondary Mission School was a good building, with big 

windows and doors.  Also we had a lot of books, electricity 

and running water in the classroom. 

In Congo we spoke two languages in my school: Lingala 

and French but Lingala was taught first.  And then we 

learned French little by little.  Lingala was taught first 
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because the first teachers did not know enough French.  

Their knowledge of French was very limited.  Lingala was 

used to help people understand each other.  It was not 

allowed to speak our mother tongues in school because 

students came from different ethnic groups.  But the main 

reason was that the school system was set up to promote 

French.  If you spoke your mother tongue you’d get 

punished.  After my secondary school I became a teacher, 

and later went to Kisangani, and then to Kinshasa to 

compete my B.A. in economics.  Things changed in Zaire in 

1971, and then I switched to Theology.  I served a number 

of years as a teacher, and pastor, and then I decided to go 

to the U.S. 

In the U.S., I attended John Calvin Seminary School in 

New York.  Later I moved to Atlantic City, and then my 

family moved to Philadelphia in 1998.  As a student I 

worked as a security guard to make some money.  For about 

ten years I have been doing my own business of selling 

because I tried to search for a better job when I finished 

my Theological Studies, but couldn’t find one.  Now I am 

back in school because I want to obtain the U.S. license 

and get a job in the marriage counseling field. 
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Safulaya, Djibu’s Wife’s Life Story 

“When I was little,” Safulaya enthusiastically began 

her story, “I had a teacher who loved children and loved 

his job.  I now try to be like him.  In primary school, I 

think we were about 20 to 25 children in one classroom; not 

more, boys and girls together” she tried to remember by 

looking up the ceiling.  “At first that time we didn’t 

have, ardoises, slates or writing boards.  Later we did 

have some slates, but without ‘touches’, the slate pencil.  

We learned how to read in a chorus, like singing, and to 

write the vowels: / a/e/i/o/u/.  But there were not enough 

slates ‘ardoises’ for everyone.  We would take turn using 

the few slates available in the classroom.  Sometimes we 

would go outside, and sat on the ground and write on the 

sand with our fingers.  The teacher would say: ‘Write 

vowel./a/; /e/; /i/o/.’  “It was really good!” Safulaya 

recalled with nostalgia in her face.  “That was a long time 

ago!” she added and nodded her head.  “The elementary 

school building was not really a big building.  It was a 

kind of a school house with two rooms.  One room for the 1st 

grade and the other for the 2nd grade, and we had two 

teachers.  There were not any Congolese female teachers, 
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but there were some American female teachers in 4th and 5th 

grades of primary school, because it was an American 

mission school.  

After primary school, I attended the Cycle 

d’Orientation (two years of secondary school), and then I 

went to ecole menagere (home economics or women’s school),” 

Safulaya remembered her school experience with tears 

filling her brown eyes.  “We studied History, Geography, a 

little of Congo History, but more about European History, 

and a little bit of Science, and European recipes (Her 

husband laughs and said: ‘unfortunately!’), cooking, making 

cakes, crepes, and salad.  We didn’t finish the program 

because Mulele Rebellion War broke in 1964.  Our American 

missionary teachers ran away to America and left us.  That 

is the problem, the instability in the country, the 

political, financial and social problems in Africa make 

studies difficult not only for students but for teachers, 

too.  That’s something to think about.  Political 

instability is a problem with the education of children in 

Congo,” Safulayata lamented. 

“While in école ménagère, one day we went on strike 

because the school continued to teach us subjects we 
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already learnt in 6th grade of elementary school.  We told 

the school principal that we came here to learn more new 

things; we didn’t like to repeat the same things over and 

over.  And, thus, we went on strike.  The Head ‘Bwana’ of 

the mission came in the class and rebuked us for being 

disobedient.  We were scared as he was talking to us with a 

mean attitude looking straight in our eyes as he turned his 

bold head!”  He said: ‘Those missionaries have come from 

far away to give you good things.  But you did not like the 

good things?’ … and Safulaya continued: “Yes, we didn’t 

like the good things, we said.  What he called ‘good things 

’were nothing more than ‘lavage du cerveau’ (brain wash). 

Safulaya continued; “In Congo, I worked in the office. 

Also I was a teacher in the kindergarten ;then when I 

returned from France I worked in the Department of 

Christian Education, and here in the U.S.  I also I work.” 

Safulaya is a CNA (Certified Nurse Assistant).  “But it is 

difficult for me to get a job.  It’s a difficult life here, 

the way life pushes you to go to work, you’ve to work, if 

you don’t work, how are you going to pay the bills? But 

even though you work money is not enough, but you have to 

go to work.  Yeah, that’s the thing in America! Getting one 
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salary is not enough, even two salaries are not enough.  So 

we don’t know what to say, what to do, (laugh!).  I do 

cleaning job.  Although in reality cleaning job is not easy 

to do, it isn’t easy to get either, so the first thing I 

used to do was to buy newspapers, and then start to read 

the sections that advertised jobs.  I tried to find who was 

looking for house cleaners, and, then I called, to make an 

appointment for an interview.  They had to interview you 

before you get the job; they had to call somebody who knows 

you, for reference, so that was difficult, yeah!  But for 

me sometimes, God was just leading me.  Sometimes I called 

the person who knew how to speak French.  So we spoke in 

French during the interview.  If you do the cleaning all 

day, it’s tough; your fingers hurt and get dumb.  Cleaning 

job was tough, too, your fingers get dumb (laugh!).  Some 

people pay you good, some people do not pay good money, but 

you don’t have a choice, you have to live, so you take 

anything they give you; you’ll take it because it’s better 

than nothing.” 

Djibu’s Children’s Education (Table 5)   

Djibu’s Family Member Participants’ Characteristics) 
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“In Congolese school, Mutubile was always one of the 

best in his classes,” his parents, the Djibus, recalled.  

“In Congo the competition and selection to attend high 

school was very tight from middle school to high school.  

If you didn’t work hard enough you wouldn’t have a place in 

high school.” 

Mutubile was sixteen year-old when he arrived in 

America in 1987.  The first school Mutubile attended in 

America was a public high school where the majority of 

students were white and few blacks.  In another public 

school, there were fifty percent white and fifty percent 

African Americans.  “Mutubile was great!” his father said.  

“Without English he beat almost all the other students.   

In a telephone interview, Mutubile said: “In America, my 

classmates at first looked at me as if I came from a 

different planet!  Also I was disappointed to see American 

students to be disrespectful to teachers in spite all the 

good things the teachers would do for them…”  In American 

high school Mutubile got only ‘A’s,” his parents proudly 

commented.  “His teachers and parents wondered how a boy 

from Africa got only ‘A’s!   
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It came naturally to speak in our Congolese language.  

” The mother quickly added, “We like all our children to 

keep our tribal languages.  We come from two different 

ethnic groups.”  The father said: “My wife is from a 

different ethnic group, but she speaks my language, so at 

home we use the language of the Man, (with emphasis on man, 

and then a big laugh! We run our family the African way,” 

he declared, meaning the husband is the one who has the 

authority of the family.  “We want our children to speak 

our tribal language, but unfortunately the influence of 

English was too strong that they started to lose the 

African languages.  But still they understand some.  

Mutubile, the first born, can speak a little bit.  The 

other children understand but don’t speak. 

Several months later in the American school, Mutubile 

said his teachers began to love him because he was always 

respectful, and worked hard.  He saw his parents’ struggles 

and gave him support which became a source of 

encouragement, meaning that he did didn’t want to 

disappoint his parents with low grades.  His parents were 

committed to his studies.  “He used to work harder than 

other children.  He used to put a lot of time on his school 
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work…no procrastination in doing his homework”, his mother 

said.  When he reached 12th grade, he won a full scholarship 

from M.I.T. (Michigan Institute of Technology).  Then, he 

got his Ph.D. in Nuclear Physics at William and Mary in 

Virginia in 2003.  After one or two years looking for a 

job, he got one at Indiana University campus at 

Bloomington.  He was hired to do research in nuclear 

physics lab, working for different companies.  He travels a 

lot in the U.S.  

The 2nd child, Asumani, came to America along with his 

mother, was also a hard worker.  He started his schooling 

in America at the middle school level in the same school 

Mutubile was.  Few months later in school, a couple of 

children became his friends.  He finished high school in 

Atlantic City with good grades, and he also received a 

scholarship to go to George Washington University.  He got 

his Bachelor degree and was admitted at Howard University.  

He studied at Howard University for two years doing his Ph. 

D. He has not finished his Ph.D. yet because things were a 

little bit difficult for him namely peer pressure and 

stress.  However, he is working for himself, and trying to 

save little money each month, and also looking for a 
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scholarship so that he can go back to Howard and finish his 

Ph.D. program.  

Table 5.  Djibu Family Member Participants’     
 Characteristics(*) 
 
 
Parents Age at 

Arrival 
Years 
in 
U.S.

Education 
in Congo 

Education 
in U.S. 

Employment 
in Congo 

Employment 
in U.S. 

 
 
       
Djibu 
(Father) * 

41 22 B.A.Congo 
M.A.France

Ph.D. in 
Theology 

Pastor & 
Teacher 

Self- 
Employee 
 

Safulaya 
(Mother)* 

38 21 Associate 
Degree 

Certified
Nurse 

Kinder-
Teacher 

Certified 
Nurse 
 

Children   Highest Ed 
Level in 
Congo 

Start 
Level in 
U.S. 

School 
Perform 

Highest 
Ed Level 
in U.S. 
 

Mutubile 
(Son)* 

16 21 K-10 K-11 A+ Ph.D. 
Phys. 
 

Asumani(Son) 14 21 K-8 K-8 A M.A + 30 
credits 
 

Bondo (Son) 12 11 K-6 K-6 A In Congo 
 

Lifoko (Son) Born 
U.S. 

17 -- Kinder. B K-11 
 
 

Nana 
(Daughter) 

Born 
U.S. 

15 -- Kinder. B K-10 

 
 

Life Story: Mudishi Family Profile 

The Mudishi is live in Upper Darby Area close to 69th 

Train Station Terminal.  They rent a three bedroom house 

made of wood and bricks.  This is quiet area, with fewer 
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cars in the street but a lot of trees along the street.  

Inside the walls in the sitting rooms hang big family 

pictures, and a 29 inch-TV screen.  During my visits to the 

Mudishi, we used to sit in the living room, or at the 

kitchen table.  I watched the children do their homework.  

Sometimes, I found the Mudishi in the basement.  They have 

a large clean room in the basement where Mudhishi conducts 

personal devotions and group payers on the weekends.  He is 

a full time worker and a church leader.  People call him 

Pastor.  One section of the basement is converted into a 

bedroom for boys.  Mudishi tells his story this way: 

“My wife came to the U.S. with our second child in 

1998 for political reasons.  She was pregnant when she left 

Congo for the U.S.  We both felt that her life in Kinshasa 

was in danger because of Mobutu’s security agents’ 

harassments.  I joined her in 2000.  Our elder child stayed 

in Congo with my younger brother because of a visa problem.  

The whole family was once again reunited when our elder 

child joined us one year later coming from Kinshasa via 

Cameroon.”  In addition to their three children, one boy 

and two girls, Mudishi and his wife live with two girls and 

two boys (See Table 6).  They are Mudishi’s nieces and 
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nephews.  Their mother died in Congo while her husband was 

here trying to file paper work for her to join him.  He now 

lives here with another wife, and visits his children 

living with Mudishi regularly.  

In Congo (Zaire), Mudishi said he attended all boys’ 

St. Mark Primary School (Ecole Primaire St. Marc) in 

Kinshasa: “The school had a large school playground.  I was 

a very good soccer player.  French was introduced from the 

3rd grade onwards in addition to Lingala.  I learned how to 

speak African languages at home.  My mother used to speak 

to us in her mother tongue in the evenings when we were 

together, we listened, but we tried to speak with 

difficulty, and with practice we improved.  I know how to 

speak my mother tongue, and also another local language.”   

Mudishi attended a Catholic boarding secondary school 

in his province of Bandundu far away from Kinshasa.  The 

school roof was covered with corrugated iron sheets.  There 

was a fence around the school yard.  After class, Mudishi 

said he used to go to the bush near the school, sit with 

other students and begin to review lessons by memorizing as 

much as we could.  Studying [by oneself] was to read 

silently a text, and then look up and try to memorize as 
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much as he could.  At the boarding school Mudishi learned 

how to grow food.  “It was part of the curriculum.  It was 

mandatory to work with our hands and learn gardening.  It 

was encouraging to know how to grow food such as bean, 

peanuts, corn, cassava, etc.  But farming required a lot of 

effort, it was difficult,” Mudishi explained in an 

energetic voice.  Mudishi added “I also had hygiene lessons 

in school.  All subjects taught in primary or secondary 

schools were given the same importance, French, 

Mathematics, and other subjects.”  

When he came here the biggest difficulty he had was 

language.  “I thank God because my wife came before me so 

she helped me a lot.  Now my children help me with English.  

I’m still struggling with English.  I also had some 

transportation difficulties because I didn’t know how to 

take the bus to go to work.  For the moment I drive.  I 

used to drive when I was in Congo, thus I didn’t have any 

problem getting my state driving license here,” Mudishi 

declared. 

My family didn’t have housing problems in America 

because my wife had some good American friends, but we 

faced some discriminatory practices.  However, being God’s 
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servant, I overcame them because my reference is God.  God 

tells us in the Bible to love those who hate us.  I used to 

pray for them.  People can call me ‘negro’ or whatever they 

want.  I never mind what people say, it does not mean 

anything to me because I ask myself: ‘Does God consider me 

a ‘negro?’.  So, the best reference is God.  When I talk 

about God, I don’t mean the God found in the churches, no. 

For example in Africa, before the Western Churches were 

introduced, our parents used to have the fear of God in 

their hearts.  I am blessed because I don’t have health 

problems.  The only thing I don’t like here is cold 

weather.  It’s too cold here. 

One of my biggest difficulties was to find a job.  A 

few weeks after my arrival, I felt the need to work and 

earn some money for family expenses.  Because I didn’t have 

the authorization for work yet, I was not eligible to work.  

A Spanish friend took me to his work.  I was hired as 

temporary worker to repair a decaying roof of a house.  

Once I was on the roof of the house, before I started I 

said to myself: ‘Is it true that this kind of work is for 

me?’ I was confused because back home I have never done 

such a dirty dangerous job! I didn’t understand what was 
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happening in my life and mind, but I continued to work 

anyway.  I worked the whole day.  It was summer time; the 

roof was hot, the air was hot, my body was hot boiling and 

sweating.  It isn’t that hot in Kinshasa.  In the evening 

when I returned home I was completely exhausted.  I would 

drink water like a dog (j'ai bu de l’eau comme un chien).  

However, when I got employment authorization (work papers), 

I was hired in a company that makes roofing materials.  It 

was a demanding job, requiring physical muscle.  I got used 

to working with a hammer and nails.  I worked ten hours per 

day.  It was hard (Umhem, laugh!).  Ah the U.S is a 

challenging country! The first day of work, when I returned 

home, immediately I went to bed and threw myself in the bed 

and slept as a baby, as a log.  I couldn’t even have the 

time to eat nor take a shower.  I couldn’t do anything 

because I was completely destroyed (complètement foutu).  

But I woke up at 5:00 am in the morning.  It was not easy! 

I quit that job when I got another.  

My new job was a night job; I had to work from 7 pm to 

6 am.  This new job was a little bit easier than the 

previous ones, but the most difficult part was that I had 

to work at night.  I was not used to do a night job.  I had 
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to get used to spend the night working, I had to work; no 

sleep the whole night.  It was complicated and confusing 

because back home we know that people sleep at night and 

work during the day.  I came here to get a better life, but 

what I have is the opposite!  

When I moved from Lancaster to Philadelphia, I got 

another job at a company that used to assemble all types of 

vehicle parts.  Here in America, I believe that we work to 

pay bills not to buy food because salary is spent before 

even you get it.  Also we support our family members in 

Congo and send them some money regularly.  For the moment, 

people in Congo depend on help from those who are out of 

the continent.  

Beleta, Mudishi’s Wife Life Story 

While I was in Congo, I attended a mixed school, but 

the most troubling aspect of the school was that the school 

included children from poor and rich families.  I used to 

go to school without having breakfast, and the school did 

not provide any lunch.  On the other hand some students 

brought good food for lunch or had money to buy lunch and 

snacks in the stores surrounding the school.  During break 

time (recréation) which lasted 30 minutes I used to watch 
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other students buy snacks and eat while other students 

didn’t have anything to eat.  Also I was frustrated because 

some students walked about 5 kilometers or so to come to 

school, others used to take several buses to come to school 

while some students were brought in family expensive cars, 

such as Mercedes Benz cars.  I was one of those who came by 

bus.  We used to have a hard time to get to school.  I used 

to wake up earlier and it was almost a fight to get into 

the bus, and get a seat.  I was already exhausted when I 

arrived in school.  It was also a common phenomenon in my 

school we didn’t have enough school supplies.  I said that 

I don’t to want to see my children go through this kind of 

sufferings.  I can find a better place for them.  I thought 

Mobutu Regime was the reasons for our sufferings.  I joined 

those on campus to criticize Mobutu. 

In Kinshasa I attended a Business High School (Section 

Commerciale) and I didn’t have school material and 

supplies.  The school used to have a good reputation, but 

the school didn’t have enough typewriters for all the 

students in business classes.  There was no computer at my 

school.  Even when I was at the university I didn’t have 

access to computer.  If you want to see or use a computer, 
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you have to go to Cyber cafes.  However, education was very 

good because students were motivated and knew why they were 

in school.  In Congo the subjects (cours) of the study were 

pre-selected and prescribed by the government.  Students 

knew from the beginning that they would take a certain 

number of courses; the choice was not given to the student 

and, even at high school level in Congo all classes (cours) 

are pre-established by the government.  

It was hot in the classrooms because the roof was 

covered with corrugated iron sheets but there was no 

ceiling.  In some of my classrooms there were no windows.  

When it rained while we were still in school we got wet.  

But if rain came before school began, classes were 

canceled.  I transferred from several schools.  My father 

was in the military.  During Mobutu time, it was a common 

practice for government employees including those military 

to be transferred from one Territory (Zone) or Region 

(Province) to another.  I transferred to a new school each 

time my father was sent to a new assignment (en mutation).  

In Kinshasa I was a student at Mont des Art Primary School 

(Mont des Arts) where many working class families lived.  I 

was a student at Bosangana High School for Girls (Lycee 
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Bosangani) located in another popular quarter in Kinshasa.  

Although military children had their own school located in 

the military camps (camp militaire) I was never enrolled to 

a military school.  My father didn’t want me to study with 

the military children because he thought these kids were 

bad; they used to tease girls and liked to fight among 

themselves.  I was also transferred to Lycee du 27 Octobre 

in another popular quarter in Kinshasa.  When, I obtained 

my high school diploma (Diplôme d’Etat) my father was 

transferred (muté) to the interior of the country.  I 

stayed in Kinshasa and lived with my elder brother.  From 

that time I lived and grew in my elder brother’s home  

I spoke Linguala at home.  In my schools Lingala was 

discouraged, and often despised because French was the 

language of instruction.  Lingala was spoken by the quasi 

majority of the population in Kinshasa.  It is one of the 

national languages and also the language of military 

instruction.  However, it was forbidden to speak Lingala in 

school.  Students who didn’t follow that rule were given a 

“symbol” (symbole) of a dried bone for example.  There were 

many students who received the ‘symbole’ and were punished.  
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In my school some classes were more important than 

others.  For example, mathematics and French were given 

more importance than others.  Math and French were being 

given, for example, 100 points each per semester while 

other classes such as geography, history, were given 40 

points each per semester.  The importance given to some 

classes over others depended on the major (section) 

students was enrolled in.  For example French and Latin 

were the most important classes for a literature major 

(Section Litteraire).  Students in business were required 

to show more skills in accounting, business correspondence, 

etc.  Also to move from one grade level to the next, 

student had to do well in the main classes of his or her 

major (section), and his or her behavior must be good (Etre 

d’une bonne conduite).  At the primary level, I took other 

courses such as hygiene and learned about cleanliness.  It 

was a useful class because it prepared us to live a clean 

life.  In a school setting where many children come from 

different families, it is important to be clean and have a 

clean environment because germs spread easily in school.  

Some families do not teach their children how to keep 
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clean, so children who do not learn hygiene in their 

families they learn it in school.  

Beleta continued and said:  

“My work experience in the U.S.; Hum! Hum!!!  
Work is really very difficult here.  My first work was 
very difficult and I gave it up after one week because 
it was very difficult and embarrassing for me.  It was 
an assembly line job in a factory (une firme).  It was 
a chain work as packer (packaging).  I used to stand 
in a chain and we were required to fill a number of 
food packages.  Boxes (Cartons) arrived to you, your 
task was to quickly fill the boxes, and close them.  
And then together as a team you take all the boxes in 
a cart, and gather them together in one place.  All 
these boxes were filled quickly.  A short delay on 
your part would cause a delay in the whole line, and 
you find out that a pile of cups or boxes are 
gathering at you space.  I was scared and frustrated 
because I was blocking others, and I had the feeling 
that I was inadequate.  I did have any previous 
experience doing this kind of work in Congo.  In 
addition to all the above mentioned difficulties, I 
used to stand up during eight hours of work.  We used 
to take 15 minutes break every two hours.  However, 
these breaks did not help me recover my energy.  I 
felt that 15 minutes were not enough.  I tried hard 
and endured for a whole week, and left without notice.  
In this job I was required to carry boxes, and said 
that back home I never did this type of work, and if 
someone from Kinshasa saw me carrying boxes he or she 
would say that I am a box carrier ‘Numbila’, a 
carrier; me a carrier?.  I thought I came to America 
to become a Numbila (loud laugh!) I was confused and 
embarrassed.” 

 
Later, Beleta found another job.  It was a food 

company that makes salads, cutting onions, tomatoes, 
and other fresh produce.  She worked there for three 
weeks, and then left because it was tiring as we used 
to stand up eight hours, and you have to do it very 
quickly otherwise you cause delays and the piles 
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around you.  After work, when she got home she used to 
feel exhausted:”I felt the onion smell penetrated my 
eyes, and nose, and I saw tears come from my eyes.”  
Beleta stayed without job for a short period of time, 
and then one of her friends told her about nursing 
position.  “My friend told me that nursing position 
pays good salary, ten dollars per hour.  My previous 
job used to pay me six dollars per hour.  Then I said 
to myself, Hum! Certainly this a good pay! I’ve to do 
it.  I took classes and while on training I was paid 
seven dollars per hour.  I was awarded a certificate 
of completion after three-month training, and was 
employed by the same company that gave the training 
because there were many openings in the medical field.  
That was quite an adventure, working as a nurse’s aide 
was a little bit tolerable, but in the beginning it 
was difficult because I didn’t know how to feed and 
take care of a person.  I didn’t know how to do it.  I 
was told that part of my job would be to wash 
patients.  I thought it was washing just their faces, 
but to my surprise and disappointment I had to wash 
the whole body.  The most difficult part was to wash 
men.  That was a big problem for me because back home 
a woman is not supposed to see a man naked, to see him 
naked.  They told me that this is not Africa, this is 
America! (Ha-ha! ha-ha!).  It was hard, but I got used 
to do it; and I have been doing the same job for five 
years now.” 
 

Some of the difficulties I went through include 

financial limitations because of many expenses.  The more 

money I made, the more expenses I had.  At one time I used 

to say that with one thousand dollars per month I will be 

happy.  I work hard and earned one thousand dollars.  But 

all the money was spent quickly.  I don’t remember one 
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thing I bought with that money, except paying bills.  In 

Africa I was not used to paying bills like here. 

Here paying bills is what life is about.  Here you go 

to bed with bills and you wake up with bills, (Ici, vous 

dormez avec les ‘bills’ vous vous réveillez avec les 

‘bills’).  Here even those who said they have bought a 

house, they have always something to pay, the loan 

continues to be paid.  The same when someone buys a car, 

everything is ‘bill’ or credit card.  But back home, we pay 

bills when we buy food and pay transportation if you live 

in town; these the most important things back home.  But 

for the moment back home our people depend on us.  We are 

like a ‘company’ for them (Nous sommes leur compagnie c’est 

nous, hum!).  We’re duty bound to help them because back 

home there is nothing for the moment because of war.  Here 

we work to pay bills, but also we work to send money to 

family members left in Congo.  

Before we came to this place (Upper Darby area), we 

lived in a Lancaster suburb where almost all the population 

was white.  Our children were the only blacks in the 

school.  Sometimes our children were not comfortable to be 

in school because they were a minority and felt that they 
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were the object of curiosity.  Here the majority of the 

population is black, but it is mixed, our children feel 

more comfortable than when they were in Lancaster.  Even 

here our children sometimes say that they are not 

comfortable; it depends on the people they meet in the 

streets, but in general here they feel more comfortable to 

be among the majority of people who look like them.  It is 

a new experience for them. 

Mudishi Children’s Education 

The eldest, a boy is now in 6th grade.  The second 

child a girl, she is in 3rd grade, and the last child, a 

girl, is in kindergarten.  When our first son arrived in 

America, he was 8 years old.  His first moment in school 

was difficult because of language limitations He was not 

able to understand lessons well enough.  He was in first 

grade when he left Congo.  He was doing very well in Congo.  

Before we moved to Upper Darby area in 2005, we lived in 

Lancaster area, close to the Amish, also called the 

Quakers. 

My son didn’t speak English.  His younger sister who 

came here before with her mother helped him with language 

transition.  But he moved very quickly from French to 
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English.  We used to stay in Lancaster area with many Amish 

families.  He had many white friends and spoke English with 

them.  In school and at home he had to speak only English.  

Also at home we helped him and spoke to him in English as 

often as possible.  One of our son’s difficulties was food.  

It took him several months to adjust to American food.  It 

was difficult for him to eat things like hamburgers, 

spaghetti.  He was not happy to eat them.  But he now loves 

pizza.  

Here I noticed that my children began to use computer 

and the internet early, but back home we didn’t yet have 

these facilities.  My children here go to school by bus, 

they have lunch in school; they have easy transportation; 

it’s easy here to go to school, and you have other things 

that make it easier here.  Our first child goes to school 

by himself; it takes him about 15 to 20 minutes to get to 

his school by bus.  The second child also takes the bus.  

Back home, there is lack of all these facilities, 

especially material things.  My children go to different 

school.  The elder goes to a public school in Center City. 

The majority of the students are African Americans.  There 

are some Latino and white students as well.  Our son gets 
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always good grades.  His teachers said he is one of their 

best students.  

My children spend too much time on homework.  I can 

say that American schools give too much homework as 

compared to my own experience as a student in Congo.  She 

brings home a lot of homework (laugh!).  She brings 

homework every day.  You try to do other things, but she 

comes to you for help, and it is a lot of homework, and you 

have to sign school documents every day.  It is too much, 

every day two of three types of homework.  Sometimes she 

spends one hour or two hours on her homework each evening; 

she is smart.  Most of her homework is on math, reading … 

We do her homework together, and the content sometimes is 

difficult for me as well (laugh!).  

Table 6.  Mudishi Family Member Participants’ 

          Characteristics * 
 
 
Parents Age at 

Arrival 
Years 
in 
U.S. 

Education 
in Congo 

Education 
in U.S. 

Employment 
in Congo 

Employment 
in U.S. 

 
 
Mudishi 
(Father)* 

35 6 High 
School 

-- Employee Employee 
 
 

Beleta (Mother)* 27 8 2 years 
college 

Aide Nurse College 
Student 

Aide Nurse 
 
 

Children   Highest Ed 
Level in 
Congo 

Start 
Level in 
U.S.  

Recent 
School 
Perform 

Highest Ed 
Level 
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(Son)* 6 7 K-1 K-1 A K-6 
 

(Daughter) Born U.S -- -- Kinder B K-3 
 

(Daughter) Born U.S. -- -- Kinder. A Kinder. 
 
 

Malulu (Niece)* 19 4 K-11 GED Not 
Available 

GED 
 
 

Table 6 (continued). 
 
 
Parents Age at 

Arrival 
Years 
in 
U.S. 

Education 
in Congo 

Education 
in U.S. 

Employment 
in Congo 

Employment 
in U.S. 

 

 
Bolamba 
(Nephew)* 

18 2 K-12 K-12 B Freshman 
 
 

Bilonda 
(Niece)* 

17 1 K-10 GED Not 
Available 

GED 
 
 

Tshani (Nephew)* 
 

10 1 K-4 K-4 A K-5 
 
 

 

Life Story: Mbalo and Sudila Family Profile 

The Mbalos (Table 7) live in their new house located 

in suburban Upper Darby area where the majority of 

residents are white middle class.  The house has five 

bedrooms, two living rooms, a garage, and a large kitchen.  

There is a flat screen 27 inch TV screen with a DVD player 

in the small living room.  Often, the Mbalos played 

Congolese music while we used to sit there with the whole 

family members during my family visits for data collection 

for this study.  Several pots of colorful flowers stood at 
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the windows and around the living room chairs.  Family 

photos and one photo of each child when they were younger 

hang in the main living room.  Before they came to this new 

place eight months ago, the Mbalos used to rent in 

Northeast of Philadelphia.  They started life in northeast 

of Philadelphia from the very bottom of social hierarchy, 

moved to three different places before they own their 

house.  The children told me that they were happier in 

their new home because they have more space far from their 

parents’ room and Mbalo’s office.  The children have 

several kinds of computer games, and a huge variety of 

American music on CDs and DVDs.  They also have basketball 

player stars’ photos on the walls of their rooms.  The 

house smells fresh with new furniture.   

In Africa Mbalo started primary school in his village, 

and he used Lingala as the language of instruction.  French 

was added on later when we reached 3rd grade.  Mbalo 

completed six years of high school in education (6eme 

Secondaire, Section Pedagogique), and he was an elementary 

school teacher for few years.  As an elementary school 

teacher, he was not paid for several months as it often 

happened that the government didn’t pay teachers for 
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several months.  During this difficult time, Mbalo said he  

learnt how to hunt for food using a hunting gun to kill 

antelopes. Later, he completed my B.A. in Theology study in 

Banania, and he was a church leader and evangelist in 

Bunania in northeast of Congo.  Also he did some community 

development work in the church.  Later on he went to Bangui 

in the Central Africa Republic for my Master’s Degree in 

Theology.  However, Mbalo said that his dream was to get a 

better education from an American seminary. 

Mbalo came to the U.S. to further his education in 

Theology in 1994.  Before he flew to America, he spent 9 

months in Nairobi, Kenya, to study English.  While he was 

studying English his five children were going to school in 

Nairobi.  When time came to leave Nairobi for the U.S., 

Mbalo submitted visa application for the whole family 

members expecting to be asked many questions.  “To my great 

surprise”, Mbalo said, “the immigration officer asked me 

just one question: ‘Who was going to pay for your study and 

for your stay in the U.S. with seven people?’”  Mbalo 

handed the immigration officer $77,000 in cash.  When the 

immigration officer saw the amount of $77,000 in cash, she 

immediately issued a visa for Mbalo, his wife and his five 
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children.  When the Mbalos came to the U.S., the children, 

all boys, were still young: Kitoko, the elder was 10 year-

old; Makasi was 8 year-old; Mokili was 7 year-old; Dinanga 

was 5 and Mbaka was 3 year-old.  

Once in Philadelphia, Mbalo had to start over the 

Master’s degree program at the Westminster Seminary for two 

years because his African Master’s degree was not accepted.  

In 2003, Mbalo completed his Ph.D. in Theology.  Toward the 

end of his studies, he established a church in west 

Philadelphia for African immigrants, but Americans and 

other nations are also represented. 

During his stay in Philadelphia, he noticed that 

missionaries who were his teachers in the Banania 

Theological Seminary in Congo, and who returned to the U.S. 

did not want to be in touch with him.  Some who were close 

friends began to distance themselves when he needed them 

the most.  Mbalo reported his disappointment when he 

visited one of them at his home in Philadelphia suburbs.  

“Once I was at the door of his mansion he received me as 

someone he has never seen, and asked me with a cold voice: 

‘what can I do for you?’.”  Mbalo said he was disappointed 

to see how some missionaries’ behavior changed once they 
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returned to their country.  Only few of them are still 

willing to keep some relationships with Congolese. 

In Philadelphia, while Mbalo was a student, he worked 

as a security guard for many years.  Also he learned how to 

drive trucks.  “It was a bad experience and I did it at my 

risk and peril,”Mbalo declared with sadness in his voice.  

At one time Mbalo was hired as an evangelist by one of the 

churches in Philadelphia.  “I conducted evangelization in 

the open during winter time, and I was paid for doing it,” 

Mbalo said.  “Although my conscience didn’t agree with the 

idea of conducting evangelization for money, I said to 

myself that this is the only way I can provide for the 

needs of my family,” Mbalo added.  Mbalo also worked as a 

Therapeutic Support Staff (TSS) sitting in a classroom with 

a child on one on one basis, and helped many children who 

had behavior problems, or were not able to stay focused in 

class, or were not able to do school work.  Later he was 

promoted, and he became a Mobile Therapist and then 

Behavior Specialist in the same company.  In his last 

assignment he covered hundreds of miles each day to 

supervise TSS workers, and provide counseling to families 

and their children.  For the last two years he have been 
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working as Research Analyst with a company that assists 

countries in the world to address development needs, and he 

was promoted to the position of Regional Manager.  Although 

some of these jobs provided him with money to support his 

family, any of them was easy to get nor easy to keep. 

Mbalo said that his life in the U.S. has its ups and 

down, but he plans to go back home once all his five 

children have finished college.  Some of the challenges 

Mbalo has as a parent includes taking children to school in 

the morning, making sure they have completed their home 

work, and buying clothes and other things for them, and 

especially not letting them under the supervision of the 

street.  “I also send money to my parents, relatives and 

our foster daughter in Africa” Mbalo declared.  In spite 

the above challenges, Mbalo bought a house in suburban area 

of Upper Darby, and moved with his family, and tries to 

help children finish their college studies. 

Mbalo’s Wife’s Life Story 

Mbalo’s wife, Sudila came to America with her husband 

and her five children.  “My husband came to further his 

study in Theology.  I was glad to come because I wanted to 

discover how other people in the world live.  After living 
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13 years in America, I can now say that I know about the 

world cultures a little bit.”  Sudila said he’d be limited 

to the Congolese worldview if she didn’t come to the U.S.  

Sudila declared that the difference between Africa and 

America is that, umm… in Africa we are not that much 

materialistic.  “We are happy with what we have.  And in 

American they are very materialistic and they are not 

satisfied.  Every time they want more and more.  But in 

Africa, you have to enjoy whatever you have.  You don’t 

want more unless God give it to you.”  

Sudaila continued to talk about the differences 

between American and African values: “In America, they have 

their social security.  In Africa children are our social 

security.  In Africa, when you raise your child, and then 

he becomes somebody in life, he has to come back, and look 

after their parents.  I want my children to have a 

Christian moral.” 

When Sudila and her family first came to America, they 

used to live in the northeast area of Philadelphia; their 

children used to attend a Christian school there.  At the 

Christian school there; they used to wear a school uniform, 

and they were careful in the way they dressed.  Their 
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behavior was good; they made good grades, but it was 

expensive for Sudila’s family to keep them in a private 

school.  When Sudila and Mbalo sent their children to 

public school, the first time it was very difficult for the 

parents to accept some change in their behavior.  “Our 

children suddenly changed the way they used to dress, and 

they began to imitate the America children, ‘pulling their 

large pants on the floor’, wearing long clothes, and ample 

T-shirts.  So, we had to work hard, fight hard, and tell 

our children to dress properly.”  Sudila said she was 

disappointed only about the use bad language, bad words, 

cursing that her children are exposed to.  ‘And I’m afraid 

that my children will continue to see this, and they will 

try to copy their friends as they see them cursing and 

using bad language.”  Sudila firmly said she doesn’t give 

up telling her children not to imitate bad habits.  “When 

my children come home, I am very tough on that.  But the 

way they like to dress, I’m really fighting about that.  My 

children tried to copy their friends pulling their pants 

down,” Sudila said.  However, right now, Sudila said she 

was satisfied with her children conduct because they went 

to Timothy Academy which is a Christian school.  They have 
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the basic in the Bible, in the knowledge of God, in the 

knowledge of respect.  They have it.  And when they grow up 

they can remember what they learned– I think I do.  “I am 

very satisfied,” Sudial declared.  Now Sudila’s children 

are at one of the best public high schools in Upper Darby 

area.  This is the biggest public high school with 

thousands of students.  The majority of the student body is 

white.  Sudila said she liked this school, because there is 

a follow-up on our children when a student is late; the 

school calls parent and ask: “Your son is late, why?”  This 

ways of following up gives Sudila an appreciation of the 

work the school is doing. Sudila said:  

"I was always in touch with teachers when my 
children were at Timothy Academy, but when their moved 
to public school, teachers never called.  But in here 
at Upper Darby– here, which is also public school, 
teachers always call when the children are late and 
they tell parents us something about their children.  
I know that that this school is not going to give them 
a lot of freedom.  They will have discipline, moral, 
and everything.  – You know, African children in 
Africa, they learn a lot.  They don’t have a TV.  But 
they learn through books and through school work.  
They don’t have many books, but they know many things 
about America, Europe and the world.  But when you ask 
our children who attend American schools about other 
countries they can’t really say anything about other 
countries.  And they can’t show places in a map.  Some 
American school my children attended allowed them to 
use their calculators to do math.  They have a 
calculator to use in school.  In Africa, they have to 
use their head to do math.”  
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Talking about American teachers, Sudila pointed out 

that some American teachers are very generous.  When they 

see that a child cannot afford something, they like to 

help.  Like, say the child cannot afford a uniform, a 

teacher who has a good heart would come, and say, “I will 

buy him this.” – say “I will sponsor him with this. 

Sudila noticed that American children have a lot of 

books at home- they have home libraries.  Our children in 

Africa don’t have library even in school.  In America 

children are encouraged to do independent work- here they 

let the children work on their own.  Teachers just give 

them book, and say go and find this, go and find that, and 

the children do it by themselves.  That is really good. 

In Africa Sudila worked a little bit in kindergarten 

as an teacher aide.  But Sudila remembers her first work 

experience in America with mixed feeling of confusion and 

satisfaction.  She said: “Mm! My first work experience in 

America was in a restaurant, uh huh.  I worked in the 

restaurant kitchen because I didn’t speak English.  So they 

put me in the kitchen to wash dishes.  There was a time, 

umm.  Yes, it was too hard!  It was too hard because I have 

to stand on my feet for 8 hours.  When I didn’t want to 
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work on Sundays, they would make me come to work another 

day.  At the restaurant I noticed that some people wanted 

to take advantage of me because I didn’t speak English.  

Some were asking me to do their work, because they thought 

I am not going to say no, this is not my job.  Yeah, this 

is how they take advantage of somebody!” 

Sudila said America is good. America has opened her 

mind.  “America transforms people’s lives.  If you are a 

hard worker, you can be rich in this country.  But, again, 

in this same country, if you are not careful, you can 

destroy yourself.  Because, if you just say, “let me work, 

work, work, work” because I want dollars, and then you end 

up sick and then you end up making your life short...” 

Sudila said she learned from her friends at work.  Some of 

her friends have three or four 3 jobs because they want to 

buy many things; they want to buy this, they want to buy 

that.  At one time Sudila said she had two jobs.  She used 

to go to clean houses for people and do another job.  It 

was difficult for her because she didn’t have time to stay 

home.  When the children came home from school, she didn’t 

have what they needed, because she didn’t have time to make 

some food for them, no time nor energy to make sure their 
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clothes are ready.  Sudial concluded: “It was not easy.  My 

current job is not easy, but I have been doing it for 

almost ten years now, it’s a night shift…It’s only about 

lifting stuff.  But right now, I don’t lift a lot of stuff 

because I have been there for a long time.  They let new 

employees do it.  I have seniority.  I only lift light 

stuff.” 

Mbalo’s Children Education 

Kitoko has struggled a lot with school.  He stopped 

going to school after he had completed high school, got a 

white American girl friend and has a baby from her.  But we 

have forced him to go back to school.  He is now about to 

complete his associate degree in auto mechanic at the 

Community College of Philadelphia.  He still lives in our 

house with his girl friend and his six month old boy.  He 

started school in America in third grade instead of fourth 

grade.  The school put him one grade level below due to his 

limited English.  Kitoko was a “C” student.  Makasi has 

always been doing well as a “B” student with some ‘As’ in 

his report cards.  He is now in his first year at college.  

Mokili, the third child is an ‘A’ student all the time.  He 

is very smart.  Dinanga is a ‘B’ student; he loves to 
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science and technology, while the last son, Mbaka is 

between ‘B’ and ‘C’.  But they all love school. 

Life Story: Kilolo’s Family Profile 
 

Kilolo came to the U.S. in 1982.  He received full 

scholarship to further his Ph.D. in Linguistics at the 

University of Pennsylvania.  In Congo Kilolo attended Saint 

Marcel Catholic Primary School in Mbuji Mayi (Ecole 

Primaire Saint Michel), and then he attended the Saint 

Pierre Catholic High school.  Here is Kilolo life story: 

Table 7.  Mbalo Family Member Participants’                 
  Characteristics(*) 
 
 
Parents Age at 

Arrival 
Years 
in 
U.S. 

Education 
in Congo 

Education 
in U.S. 

Employment 
in Congo 

Employment 
in U.S. 

 
 

Mbalo 
(Father)*  

40+ 12 M.A. Theo Ph.D. 
Theo 

Teacher 
Pastor 

Employee 
 
 

Sudila 
(Mother)*  

30+ 12 4 years 
high 
school 

-- -- Employee 
 
 
 

Children   Highest 
Ed Level 
Congo 

Start 
Level 
U.S. 

Recent 
School 
Perform 
 

Highest Ed 
Level 

Kitoko 
(Son)* 

10 12 K-4 K-3 C Community 
College 
 

Makasi 
(Son)* 

 8 12 K-2 K-1 B Freshman 
 
 

Mokili 
(Son) 

 7 12 K-1 Kinder A K-11 
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Dinanga 
(Son) 

 5 12 -- Kinder B K-10 
 
 

Mbaka 
(Son) 

 3 12 -- Kinder C+ K- 8 
 

 
 “I attended the same Catholic elementary, the same 

Catholic high school and the same Catholic college.  But of 

course the schools that I went to had more books and 

materials compared to other schools.  My schools were 

probably among the best; I mean it was one of the best-

equipped school; decent buildings, up-to-date books.  We 

used to write with ‘une plume et de l’encre’ (ink)…I 

remember that some schools in my town didn’t have enough 

materials.  I mean materials, some schools didn’t have 

chalk, tables, blackboards, books, copybooks, pens, 

pencils, and all those things were scarce.  I mean in some 

schools you would have more materials than in others.” 

Kilolo started schools in his native language.  “When 

I was in elementary school, the first two years were in the 

native language.  And then later it was discouraged.  We 

were discouraged to use the native language in school… As 

we were growing up, we were told that one way to become 

fluent in French was to reduce the use of native language.  

So we were sometimes penalized [punished] for speaking the 
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native language in school.  That’s a poor policy really; 

very poor!” Kilolo believes.  “There was a lack of 

understanding of what it means to speak a language.  I 

wouldn’t buy into it right… if I was to advise someone to 

do that, I would say no.  Let anyone work in any language 

that they are capable of talking in.  That was not 

interesting; in fact that was disgusting! I studied in 

French and the native language.  I studied … math and 

languages – language meaning French in elementary school, 

English in high school.  I also studied in my native 

language grammar, a part of it and we had Social Studies, 

History, Geography, Sciences, Drawing, Physical education, 

Civics, Sociology, I also studies Philosophy, Latin… at 

high school …Chemistry, Physics.  Yeah, the most important 

subjects were language and mathematics.  So, in all the 

grades, the two most important subjects were mathematics 

and French.  In Catholic School, religion was not as 

important as mathematics.  But of course, in Catholic 

schools the standards were very different.  You could fail 

physical education and still be kicked out of school.  You 

have to pass every subject.  Every month you have a test.  

You fail a test in physical education; you may end up 
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leaving or being asked to leave the school.  Also when your 

conduct was not good, they would force you to leave the 

school.  

Kilolo completed his B.A. in English at IPN, Institut 

Pédagogique National, one of the prestigious colleges of 

the National University of Zaire.  IPN is a teacher 

training college with a good national reputation throughout 

the nation.  Kilolo began to work in Congo as a teacher of 

English in Kinshasa at one of the high schools for girls, 

and then taught at the American Language Institute (ZALI).  

He also worked at the Texaco Oil Company in Kinshasa as an 

inspector.  Since the completion of his Ph.D. in 

Linguistics at the University of Pennsylvania, Kilolo has 

been an instructor at the Community College of 

Philadelphia.  

Kilolo did not have language problems in the U.S. 

because of his studies and career in Congo had required a 

frequent use of English.  Racism is one of the challenged 

he faced while he was still on campus.  Kilolo told me: 

“The only time I experienced racism in America was when I 

was trying to get a job on campus.  There was an opening on 

campus.  I sent my resume and received a response for an 
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interview.  However, when I presented myself, the 

interviewer was disappointed to see a black face, and was 

told that the position was filled.”  Kilolo was 

disappointed when he learned that the position was vacant 

and one of his ‘white’ friends was offered the position few 

days later.  

Kilolo owns a big stone house in predominantly white 

area in Upper Darby.  This house has a front yard, a back 

yard and a garage.  The house has five bedrooms, two living 

rooms.  The living room is decorated with family pictures 

in the walls, and pictures of relatives who live in Congo.  

A big ten sofa occupies most of the living room where we 

used to sit during my home visits.  The second living room 

is smaller, and was used by the children.  Children have a 

big screen TV, and many computer games, DVDs and CDs.  

Safi, Kilolo’s Wife Life Story 

Safi came to America in 1986.  In Zaire (Congo), Safi 

attended a Jesuit’s Catholic Elementary School and 

completed six years of secondary school.  She worked some 

time as a nurse.  And then she went back to school, and 

completed three years of college in accountancy, and worked 
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as a supervisor at the REGIDESO, the national Water Company 

in Kinshasa.  

Safi stated that in her time, the term and concept of 

corruption did not exist in Congolese school.  Moral 

education was high, and the discipline was strict and 

severe.  I’m proud of the education I received in Congo.  

“L’école m’a rendue forte.  J’étais membre du Mouvement 

Xaveri qui m’a appris à tout faire en tant que femme.  This 

means through my education at the Catholic school [in 

Congo], I joined the Xaveri youth organization that made me 

a strong woman.  “I was a member of Xaveri, a Catholic 

youth organization that taught us life skills as well as 

Christian values.”  In America, Safi received training as 

an Assistant Nurse.  She used to have two jobs at the same 

time, and sometimes she has three jobs.  She spoke some 

English and other languages.  

Kilolo’s Children 

Kilolo’s and his wife have five children, three boys 

and two girls.  The first two came from Congo with their 

mother when they were very young.  They did not attend 

school in Congo.  As Table 8 shows the two eldest boys have 

already finished college.  The third boy and two girls were 
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born in the U.S., and they are in high school.  In addition 

to his own children, Kilolo lives with his nephew’s 

daughter, Malu.  Vino, Kilolo’s nephew, came from Congo 

eight year ago.  He lived with his uncle Kiolo until his 

wife and his three children arrived from Congo two years 

ago.  Vino moved to his house, but one of Vino’s children, 

Malu, lives with Kilolo because she goes to the same school 

with some of Kilolo’s children.  Kilolo, his wife Safi and 

Malu were the only qualified to participate to this study.   

In this chapter I provided the profiles of the five 

families that participated in this study, and I highlighted 

parents and children’s educational experiences in Congo and 

America.   

Table 8.  Kilolo Family Member Participants’ 
  Characteristics 
 
 
Parents Age at 

Arrival 
Years 
in U.S.

Education 
in Congo 

Education in 
U.S. 

Employment 
in Congo 

Employment 
in U.S. 

 
 
Kilolo 
(Father)* 

34 24 B.A Ph.D. 
Linguistics 

Teacher Teacher 
Community 
College 
 

Safi 
(Mother)* 

30 20 3 Yrs 
College 

Aide-Nurse Manager Aide-Nurse 
 

Children   Last 
Grade 
Level 
Congo 
 

Start Level 
U.S. 

Recent 
School 
Perform 

Highest Ed 
Level 

(Son) 5 20 -- Kinder A M.A. 
 

(Son) 4 20 -- Kinder A B.A. 
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(Son)  17 -- Kinder A College 

 
       
       

 

Table 8 (continued). 
 
 
 
Parents Age at 

Arrival 
Years 
in U.S.

Education 
in Congo 

Education in 
U.S. 

Employment 
in Congo 

Employment 
in U.S. 

 

 
(Son)  15 -- Kinder B High Sch. 

 
(Daughter)  13 -- Kinder C High Sch. 

 
(Grand’ 
daughter) 

   Kinder A Kinder. 
 
 

Malu 
(Kilolo’s 
cousin’s 
daughter)* 

10 2 K-5 K-5 B K-5 
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CHAPTER 6 

FINDINGS 

Introduction 

 I address here the major themes emerging from the 

study that shed light (directly or indirectly) on the 

Congolese immigrant parents’ and children’s experience of 

education in the United States.  These themes include: (a) 

reasons for coming to the United States, (b) the threat of 

losing Congolese identity and culture due to the paradox of 

ethnicity and nationality for Congolese immigrants, and 

(c), major challenges, prejudices, misconceptions and 

stereotypes about Congolese [Africa and Africans].  

Theme One 

Reasons for Coming to America: Education 

Research Question: What are the Congolese immigrant 

parents’ reasons for coming to the U.S.? When asked why 

they came to the United States, three Congolese couples 



240 
 

 

(Djibu, Mbalo and Kilolo) said they came to further their 

education.  Africans in general and Congolese in particular 

are said to “worship” diploma (“Les congolais ont un culte 

des diplômes”).  As the result of the Western education    

introduced in the Congo by the Belgian government there was 

the emergence of the ‘évolués’: an educated “Middle Class”  

comprising Congolese who had received more Western 

education than their fellows and could speak French, had 

renounced Congolese traditions and values, and were 

comparatively well off (Slade, 1960, p. 11).  Thus, many 

Congolese even today not only regard Western education as 

one of the best venues for social and economic advancement, 

but they do whatever it takes to get educated or to provide 

an opportunity for their children to get a good education.. 

According to historian Georges Brausch (1961), [during the 

colonial period and before the recent wars] Congo had the 

highest developed primary educational system in tropical 

Africa.  “Brausch (1961) reports that before independence 

in June 1960 more that 90% of children of primary school 

age were in mission schools.  However, the education system 

in Congo DRC has greatly suffered from the ongoing 

violence.  War erupted in Congo in 1960, then in 1964 and 
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recently in 1998 and ended in 2003, but armed conflicts are 

reported still in some parts in the northeast and eastern 

Congo.   

 Congolese educators, Lututula and Pitshandenge (2003) 

conducted a survey study to determine educational needs in 

Congo.  In their study they found that 24% of children 

above fifteen years old have never been to school, only 

39.1% completed primary education, and 37 % entered 

secondary education.  According to Lututula and 

Pitshandenge (2003) the low enrollment rates are primarily 

due to parents’ incapacity to pay school fees, provide 

their children with school supplies and contribute to the 

teachers’ salaries.  Lututula and Pitshandenge (2003) 

report that only 52% of nine million children of primary 

and secondary school age in Congo are in school (p. 7).  

Two Congolese males in my study told me they came to 

complete their graduate studies in the U.S. because 

doctoral programs did not exist in Congo.  Djibu, a 

Congolese male in his late fifties, told me during one of 

my home visits to his family that he came to pursue his 

doctoral degree in Theology because there was none in the 

country.  Djibu explained to me the reason for coming.  His 
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voice translated his feeling of missing home, but also a 

joy for his accomplishment.  He said: 

Safulaya, my wife, and I were church leaders in 
Banania in the northeastern part of Congo, 
formerly Zaire.  After I obtained my Master’s 
degree in Theology from France, I returned to 
Congo, and served as a pastor and also I was a 
teacher at the ‘Institut Superieur de Théologie’ 
de Banania.  However, given the lack of qualified 
teachers at the Institute to train better 
equipped pastors at the undergraduate level, and 
also given the fact that there were no Protestant 
institutions in the entire country to train 
teachers at the doctoral level who could teach 
undergraduate theological courses, I applied for 
admission at the John Calvin Theological school 
in New York City to further my studies up to the 
doctoral level with the plan to return to teach 
in Congo once I finish my study (Home visit, 
September 14, 2006). 

 
Mbalo, another Congolese in his middle fifties has 

worked with Djibu at the same school.  They know each other 

since Banania.  Mbalo has a similar experience as the one 

described above.  Mbalo told me in his house about his 

motivation to come to the U.S.  In the presence of his wife 

and three of his younger children seated in the living 

room, Mbalo explained his reasons for coming slowly so as 

to let his children understand why he made such a big 

decision to leave his country and his parents: 

I was a teacher at the elementary mission school 
in Bananinia where Djibu was teaching at a higher 
level.  Djibu was my teacher at the Institut 
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Superieur de Theologie de Banania[ Pause] After 
graduating from the Theological school in 
Banania, I went to the Central African Republic 
in Bangui to complete my Master’s degree in 
Theology.  Two years later, I returned to Banania 
and taught for few years at the Theology School.  
I had a plan for years to come to the U.S.  to 
complete my Ph.D. program in Theology.  Once I 
was provided with money I didn’t hesitate to come 
to Philadelphia to make my dream come true and 
provide a better education for my children (Home 
visit, September 16, 2006). 
 
Kilolo is the third parent who declared that his 

primary reason to come to the U.S. to complete his Ph.D. in 

Linguistics.  Kilolo, a Congolese male in his late fifties 

and currently a teacher at the Community College of 

Philadelphia explained his motivations to come to the U.S. 

this way: “I received full scholarship to come to the 

U.S.,” Kilolo told me in the first visit to his home in 

September 04, 2006.  

In the three cases examined above, it is clear that 

many Congolese go abroad to further their education at the 

graduate levels one of the main reasons being that such 

opportunity is not available in the country the size of 

Western Europe. 

Two additional couples, Maya’s and Beleta’s families, 

said they came to the United States for political reasons.  

Maya’s husband has returned to Congo when Mobutu was 
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overthrown in 1997.  At the place of Maya’s husband, I 

asked, Mabila, Maya’s cousin to be part of Maya’s family 

participants.  I will tell Maya’s reason for coming first 

followed by her cousin Mabiala’s next.  Maya and her 

husband Mbuta came to the U.S. for political reasons in 

1986.  Maya, a sixty year old woman, with some college 

level education from Congo said in French with sadness in 

her voice: 

Il n’y a pas eu de raisons ou motivations 
personnelles pour venir aux U.S.A.  Mon mari 
Mbuta et moi avons quitté le pays parce que… bon… 
on avait, mon mari avait eu des problèmes avec le 
Président Mobutu.  Nous étions obligés de fuir le 
pays.  Nous avions fui le pays.  Après avoir 
tourné partout dans le monde on est arrivé aux 
Etats Unis comme réfugiés politiques. 
 

Maya’s words said in French can be translated in English 
this way: 
 

It was not a question of personal motivation or 
choice for coming to the U.S.  My husband Mbuta 
and I left Zaire because…Well! We had problems 
with President Mobutu’s regime.  We were obliged 
to run away from the country.  We ran away from 
the county.  After we have turned around all over 
the word we arrived to the U.S. as refugees.  We 
had never had the idea to leave the country.  
Without these problems we were fine, well-settled 
with … stable job[s] (Home visit, September 12, 
2006).  

 
Some twenty years in America have not removed Maya’s 

resentment and disgust about Mobutu’s cruel regime.  It is 
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still with disappointment and emotional disturbance that 

she recounted the events that drove them from Congo:  

My husband used to write poignant articles 
against Mobutu’s regime.  In his articles, he 
criticized the regime for oppressing the people 
and confiscating the freedom of expression.  That 
was the kind of thing he used to write about.  My 
husband believed that Mobutu’s regime was not 
good for the people.  Eventually, Mbuta was 
arrested for his writings.  He was in prison for 
a whole year; they wanted to kill him, and he was 
transferred to the worst prison at Matabela ‘la 
prison de Matabela’.  This is a prison with walls 
[and] with no possibility [of] running away.   
When I heard that, I made arrangements to meet 
with the authorities of Red Cross, because … my 
husband was to be killed….Mobutu’s secret agents 
killed members of both my own and Mbuta’s 
families [pause, followed by tears in her eyes, 
and voice trembling!] We went through a lot of 
sufferings! Imagine you’re in your own country, 
but you cannot live in peace… Mobotu agents 
wanted to kidnap my child, my second daughter.  
We could not bear it any more.  It was not 
possible for us to breathe over there in Zaire.  
That is why we left; it was not our desire or 
ambition to come to the U.S. (Home visit, 
September 12, 2006). 
 
In the absence of Maya’s husband, now living in Congo, 

I interviewed Mabiala, Maya’s cousin because not only 

Mabila is very close to Maya, but also because Maya said 

Mabiala plays a significant moral, social and emotional 

support to her.  Sitting in a sofa in Maya’s house, Mabiala 

said he came to the U.S. from Europe for personal reasons:  
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I heard about democracy and freedom in America 
when I was still young in Congo and when I was in 
Europe for my medical studies.  I always dreamed 
to come and see the reality with my own eyes, and 
thus make my dream come true. (Home visit, 
September 12, 2006). 
 

The second Congolese who came to the U.S. for political 

reasons is Beleta, a young Congolese woman in her thirties, 

and a former student at the University of Kinshasa during 

Mobutu’s regime.  Beleta evoked political and social 

reasons for her coming to the U.S.  She explained to me in 

the presence of her husband and her three children gathered 

at the kitchen table as the children were doing their 

homework. Beleta explained: 

I came to America for political and social 
reasons.  I was the object of search by Mobutu’s 
secret agents because I was one of the students 
who protested against Mubutu’s regime of 
oppression.  I left the country to avoid Mubutu’s 
persecution, and hoping to have an opportunity to 
prepare my children’s education.  I was already a 
mother of two children when I left Congo.  I came 
with the youngest child who was one year-old.  I 
was also pregnant.  In Congo, I was concerned 
about the education of our children and their 
future.  I always dreamed to see our children get 
a better education than I did.  I saw many people 
completed their studies in Kinshasa, but they 
didn’t get a job equivalent to their degree.  For 
the moment in Congo a degree obtained in Kinshasa 
is not considered.  Congolese value a degree 
obtained from Europe, but the one obtained from 
the U.S. has even a better consideration (Home 
visit field notes, September 20, 2006) 
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Spouses and children in this study provided additional 

information about the reasons and motivation for coming to 

the U.S.  They said they came to join their husbands, wives 

or parents.  In a conversation with Mbalo’s children in 

their home, I asked them if they will go back to Africa.  

Kitoko, the elder son, said:  

I came from Africa when I was ten year-old.  I 
don’t remember my many things about Africa.  I 
love Africa.  But here I have many good African 
American and Latina friends.  I consider myself 
American, but also I feel that I am African 
because I feel African blood flowing in my veins.  
I will go to Africa to visit my grand-parents and 
come back to America (Home visit September 24, 
2006). 
 
In the group interview conducted in the Congolese 

Community Association President’s house, Lusambo, a 

Congolese parent in his sixties said he chose to stay in 

the United States because he set high expectations for the 

education of his children, and these expectations became a 

point of reference for Congolese children in their 

schoolwork.  

In their responses to my questions in an one-on-one 

interview at Kilolo’s family, the children echoed their 

parents’ belief that attending school in the United States 

would give them a life-long advantage.  Bilonda, a 17 year-
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old Congolese immigrant girl said with a big smile on her 

beautiful face: 

Not all diplomas have the same values in the eyes 
of Congolese…I was happy when my father asked me 
to join him after five years of separation, and 
also I want to get an American degree because it 
has more consideration and value than the 
Congolese or European degree (Home visit, 
September 25, 2006). 

 
These Congolese mothers, Maya, Sudila, Safulaya, Safi 

and Mudishi repeatedly told me while I was visiting their 

respective families that there would have been little 

opportunity to study for their children if they were in 

Congo during all these years of war, and they insisted that 

their children to do their best to succeed in school.  

Djibu told his children during the evening meal in their 

house, while I was sitting in the living room.  

I began my new life in the U.S. from zero.  I 
landed with $100.00 (hundred) in my pocket at the 
JFK Airport, and wondered what you could do when 
you land in America with $100.00 dollars in your 
pocket?  I spent $95.00 in the hotel and taxi.  
Before I reached the campus, I had only $5.00 
left.  As a student without scholarship that’s a 
miracle when we are able to do something in this 
country, buy a house like this one [pointing to 
his house], buy cars and send you to school.  
Based on these experiences, I continually tell 
our children that life it is not easy in America.   
I tell them that I am making it barely, but you 
have to do your besting school while I’m still 
alive.  So When I will no longer be there, you 
can make it.  These are the expectations for our 
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children.  There is too much pressure in this 
country (Home visit, October 3, 2006). 
 
During my visits to the Congolese families, Djibu, 

Kilolo and Maya repeatedly told me that they firmly believe 

that education is the only way to social and economic 

mobility for their children.  Given the priority Congolese 

parents give to their children’s education, they 

unanimously reported that the education of their children 

was the reason for their prolonged stay in America, even if 

their initial objectives were achieved and obstacles to 

returning to Congo were removed.  Mudishi, Beleta’s, a 

Congolese in his forties explained to me during one of my 

visits in his family:  

The only bank account I will leave to my children 
is to invest in their education that is available 
in America.  Thus, for me the education of my 
children is the priority of priorities: 
“l’education de mes enfants, c’est la priorité 
des priorités (Home Visit, October 4, 2006). 
 
Mbalo, a father of five children, said in the last 

interview conducted in his house located in Upper Darby 

suburban area,  that his and his wife Sudila are  mature 

people, and that they know why they are here.  They stress 

the fact that nothing will distract us from achieving their 

goal.  Mbalo said: 
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Before we return to Congo, we’ll make sure all 
our children have finished college.  I came to 
pursue his doctoral studies in Theology, and 
after thirteen years in the United States, wanted 
to go back to Africa.  I was offered a well-
paying position in West Africa, but decided to 
postpone returning to Africa until my high-school 
aged children finished college in the United 
States.  Two of my sons, Kitoko, a 22 year-old 
boy, and Makasi, a 19 year-old boy are in 
college.  The third is 17 year-old, and his 
younger brothers are in high in 10th and 11th grade 
of high school.  If I go back to Africa before my 
children finish, my children will not get the 
support they now have, and all of them being 
adolescents, I run the risk to lose them.  By 
losing them, I mean I am worried that my children 
might not complete college (Home visit, October 
5, 2006). 
 
No matter what their primary reason for immigration 

was, the Congolese in my study willingly made enormous 

sacrifices to further their own and their children’s 

education.  Research shows that parents who set high 

expectations for their children’s achievement in school 

exert more effort to encourage their children to excel 

(Carreon, Drake & Barton, 2005).  The time, effort, and 

money these Congolese parents invested in identifying the 

best schools and maintaining high expectations for their 

children must be considered a factor in the students’ 

success.  Congolese immigrants’ family relationships and 

values regarding educational achievement are similar to 
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those held by Korean, Indian and Iranian families.  In his 

study of Iranian immigrant students, Shavarini (2004) found 

that family culture played a significant role in the 

educational success of Iranian students in the United 

States.  Shavarini (2004) maintained that all the Iranian 

students he studied recognized their families as a focal 

point and as the only reason for their academic maturation 

and success.  

Theme Two 

Paradox of Ethnicity and Nationality 

for Congolese Immigrants 

“The construction and adoption of a racial and 
ethnic social identity is a symbolic interaction 
between ethnic minorities and the host society 
that involves a dizzying loop.  What they think 
your ethnicity is influences what you think your 
ethnicity is, to say nothing of what they think 
you think your ethnicity is” (Portes & MacLeod 
cited by Waters, p. 47). 
 
Participants were asked to describe major obstacles, 

challenges and difficulties encountered related to 

education in the U.S.  Identity crisis engendered by the 

paradox of ethnicity and nationality for Congolese 

immigrants, language obstacles and parental role reversal 

emerged as the main themes among the majority of parents.  

I am going to address them in turn. 
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In this section, I will discuss major identity and 

language problems Congolese immigrant parents and their 

children encountered when they came to the United States.  

I will examine the educational consequences emerging from 

these problems and the parents’ reactions to them.  I 

contend that the parents responded to these problems by 

providing their children with strategies to overcome 

obstacles to learning.  These strategies were an important 

ingredient in the children’s successes in the United 

States.  

One of the challenges Congolese immigrants encounter 

in the United States is an identity crisis due to the 

difference in the ways people are defined in the United 

States and Congo.  In the United States, employment, school 

or government forms or surveys ask applicant to identify 

his or her “race,” and “ethnicity.”  The answer for an 

American of European descent would seem to be 

straightforward – for example one’s race would be “white,” 

and one’s ethnicity German (or Italian, or Spanish, for 

example).  However, these American notions of race and 

ethnicity are alien to traditional African and Congolese 

conceptions of how people are categorized. 
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In Africa, people envision only one human race divided 

into different geographical or cultural regions.  Although 

younger African generations have learned in Western schools 

that humanity can be divided into white, black, yellow, and 

red “races,” it is only recently that some Congolese 

languages have started to incorporate Western terms that 

label people by skin color.  As I will point out in this 

section, Congolese traditionally designate people by 

ethnicity or nationality.  From the very start, therefore, 

both Congolese immigrants and their American hosts begin 

their relationships at odds and without common concepts and 

words to identify self and other. 
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Race and Ethnicity: Different Models 

and Identity Crisis 

  Among languages spoken in Congo both before and after 

contact with the Europeans, Congolese identified people not 

by skin color, but rather by where they lived, what they 

did, or what tribe they belonged to.  While some of these 

categories might align with one skin color or another, the 

terms themselves were rooted in categories other than skin 

color.  Therefore, one major stumbling block for Congolese 

immigrants to the United States is the persistent 

definition of people and groups based on skin color – in 

their own case, as “black.” 

According to my unpublished study about the origins of 

new words in Kiswahili spoken in Congo, before their 

contact with the Europeans, Congolese did not use the term 

“white” or “black” to describe people’s identities.  For 

example, in Kiswahili spoken in Congo and Eastern African 

countries, my study found out that the term “white person” 

is “Muzungu” in singular, “Wazungu” or “Bazungu” in plural.  

The term “Muzungu/Wazungu” was used to describe the first 

Western “explorers” Livingston, Stanley and others with 

their caravans.  “Muzungu” derives from “Kuzuunguka,” a 
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verb that means “to turn” or “to turn around again and 

again” – therefore, this first term for Europeans defined 

them by what they did (travel back and forth), and not by 

what they looked like.  

In Lingala, another Congolese language now spoken in 

at least five African countries, the term white person is 

“Mundele” in singular; “Mindele” in plural, from the French 

word “modele.” The word arose during the colonial period, 

when the Belgian mission in Congo was what Europeans termed 

a “civilizing mission,” “mission civilisatrice” (Okumu, 

1963).  The goal was to make Congolese culture resemble a 

European model, and the Belgians worked through schools, 

churches, administration and business in Congo to make the 

native inhabitants believe that the European systems of 

government, commerce, religion, and even European ways of 

conducting daily life and business were the ideal.  In 

Lingala, Europeans were defined not by what they looked 

like physically, but by what they did, and how they did it. 

Europeans were also defined as one ethnic or regional 

group, rather than by the many nationalities within Europe.  

“Mputu” is another term for a white person in Tshiluba, a 

language spoken by more than ten million people in Congo.  
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Although “Mputu” originated, as is the short form for 

“Portuguese,” who were the first Europeans to enter the 

Kongo kingdom around the 15th century, since that time, the 

language identifies all Europeans as “Mputu.” In Tshiluba 

as well as Lingala and Kikongo, the word for Europe is 

Poto, the short form for Portugal.  Geographically, 

Congolese are identified in French as Congolese 

(Congolais/Congolaise), but culturally Congolese proudly 

identify themselves with one of the three to four hundred 

ethnic groups or tribes, such as Bakuba, Baluba, Basonge, 

Banyamulenge, Bakusu, Batwa, Nzade, Bangala, or Alur, just 

to name a few.  Generally speaking, the terms “tribe” and 

“ethnic group” are used interchangeably.  In the United 

States, the word “tribe” has a derogatory connotation.  It 

is used to refer to people groups Americans believe are 

primitive, savage, and not civilized (Okumu, 1963; Baker 

1998).  In a group interview, Lusambo, a 60 year-old 

Congolese male and one of the participants was visibly 

upset as he described his shock about the attitude 

Americans have about tribe.  

But in Congo, everybody is proud of his or her 
tribe because the tribe embodies one’s heritage, 
history, origin, traditions and values of life.  
In Congo, children are told about the history of 
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their tribal heroes and conquerors.  They are 
told they are the sons and daughters of great 
kings and queens… In Congo I was proud of my 
tribe, but in America, tribe means savage! (Group 
interview, January 25, 07).  

 
Kilolo, a Congolese parent who grew up in the 

traditional village in central Congo, and then moved to 

city, told me during one of my home visits to his family 

that his native family name, “Kalala,” reflects his tribe’s 

fame, exploits, and nobility.  “Kalala” is the word for 

“general,” and invokes powerful figures, such as Kalala 

Ilunga, a celebrated emperor of the Baluba Empire,” Kilolo 

emphasized.  According to historian Shillington, Kalala 

Ilunga is considered one of the ancestors and founders of 

the Baluba people and their related ethnic groups who are 

now spread across the Kasai and Katanga provinces in the 

central and southeast Congo, DRC (Shillington, 1995). 

The confusion experienced by Congolese immigrants in 

my study about identity is better expressed by one of the 

participants.  Lusambo shared his confusion during a group 

discussion.  He was looking at the other participants as he 

spoke, and the other participants nodded their heads to 

approve what Lusambo was saying.  Lusambo declared: “I get 

confused about race and ethnicity when I fill out forms.  
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Sometimes the forms do not mention what I am” (Group 

interview, January 25, 2006). 

This confusion echoes the findings of Waters, in her 

study about identity construction among West Indian 

immigrants to New York, (Waters 1999).  Waters found that 

participants were confused about the terms nationality and 

ethnicity.  Participants from West Indies told Waters that 

the questions that ask them about race and ethnicity in 

filling forms or surveys were strange, and difficult to 

understand.  “Others [participants] asked whether 

nationality was the same as ethnicity because they knew 

from their own experience that nationality and ethnicity 

are not the same” (Waters, 1999, p. 54).  

Considering Lusambo and Kilolo’s experience, a 

Congolese person comes to America with a rich, prestigious 

family history.  However, once on United States soil, he or 

she is identified simply as a “black” person.  Lusambo 

declared in the group interview that being called “black” 

reminds the Congolese immigrant not of the beauty of his or 

her skin color, but rather of his or her Belgian colonial 

heritage.  He continued and stressed the fact that during 

the Belgian colonial period the term “black” ceased to be 
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the symbol of beauty as it used to be in some regions such 

as the Bakongo region where Lusambo is from.  I believe 

Lusambo is right because in his June 30, 1960 Independence 

Day speech, Patrice Emery Lumumba, the first democratically 

elected premier Minister of the Congo, reminded the whole 

world that Belgians used the term “black” as an insult.  To 

the Belgian, “black” meant “inferior,” and called to mind 

the “sale macaque” – “dirty monkey,” “domestique” – the 

domestic servant, or “boy.”  To be “black” was not to be a 

full human being, (Edgerton, 2002).  Lumumba said: “We have 

known ironies, insults, and blows (fimbo), which we had to 

undergo morning, noon, and night because we were ‘Negroes’” 

(Edgerton, 2002, p. 184). 

For the historical reasons described above, when 

Congolese immigrants come to the United States and are 

identified not by their nationality or their 

tribe/ethnicity they are shocked. Kisantu, a male 

participant who teaches at one the public high school 

objected to the American way of identifying him as we were 

discussing the identity issues in the group interview: 

“Being identified not by my nationality and or ethnicity 

reminds me about the Belgian colonial legacy with its 
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atrocity and horrors!”  Lusambo was very much upset about 

the identity issues, and spoke more than the other.  He 

clarified his feelings during a group interview that 

failure to identify him as he is result in a loss of his 

identity: 

When I’m referred to as black, I feel like I 
[have] become just one drop of water in the 
immense Congo River.  I feel diluted; I lose what 
I really am (Group interview, January 25, 2007).  
 
The way Americans identify people by skin color is not 

only confusing to Congolese immigrants, but also affects 

their self esteem.  In the minds of Congolese, identifying 

them on the basis of skin color and other physical traits 

suggests that those who have white skin color are superior 

to others, and that black people should be treated 

differently according to the color of their skin rather 

than their merits.  

Being identified by skin color was not acceptable by 

many Congolese participants, not even the children.  Monga, 

a 10 year-old Congolese boy, told me in his family house 

during one of my visits that because of ‘race’ 

differentiation, his people are called ‘monkeys’.  He added 

that the ways some people call other ‘monkey’s was 

heartbreaking to hear.  Monga, avoiding his eye to meet 
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with mine, and declared in a heartbreaking voice: “My eyes 

were filled with tears when I realize that my people were 

called ‘monkeys’ by some American students; I felt 

humiliated, and I hated everybody…” (Home visit interview, 

October 10, 2006). 

Clearly, the Congolese immigrants in my study – 

especially the children experienced the obstacle of racism 

in ways typical to other minorities that have been studied.  

Bolamba, a Congolese male K-12 student ironically 

declared in an interview: “I didn’t know I was black until 

I came to America!”  From his face, I did not see that 

Bolamba was hurt.  But his voice hid a deep feeling of hurt 

and aversion.  It is not the object of this study to 

discuss the negative effects of racial prejudice on black 

immigrants’ self esteem, suffice it to mention that 

immigrant students in my study who were victims of racism 

became humiliated and angry. 

Another type of identification of people that upset 

Congolese participants in my study is the identification of 

people based on economic or material possessions.  During 

one of my home visits to Maya’s home, she declared that she 

and her family quickly realized that they were also 
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identified according to how much money they had or made.  

In his book entitled African Women’ Theology, Gender 

Relations, and Family Systems Theory, Congolese, Rev. 

Professor Nyengele (2004), observed during his stay in the 

U.S. that in addition to racial identity, in the United 

States, money, cars, houses define who you are. “Tell me 

what you buy, I’ll tell you what you are.”  

Although social stratification does exist in Congo (it 

is quickly approaching the Western model in big cities) the 

strong link between skin color, material wealth and 

identity is an unfamiliar concept for Congolese immigrants.  

One evening, during one of my visits in Kilolo’s family, 

his wife, Safi and her husband were shocked when they 

became aware of the degree to which the social classes in 

the United States are based on skin color and economic 

status.  Safi’s told me about her first impressions when 

she came from Congo.  Her observations offered a typical 

response.  Safi asked herself with disappointment in her 

face: 

Philadelphia and its neighborhoods are divided 
into predominantly black neighborhood, 
predominantly white neighborhoods, and primarily 
“Spanish” neighborhoods -- Why? (Home visit, 
October 6, 2006).  
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In their study, Waters and Ueda (2007) observe that 

social stratification in West Indies, for example, is 

primarily determined through economic and symbolic 

identities such as clan or tribal identities or 

occupational categories.  They define symbol-based 

identities as a system of social differentiation where 

membership is determined through shared ancestors.  Waters 

and Ueda (2007) point out that although symbolic or clan 

differentiation is a meaningful category of social 

understanding and social differentiation, it is not based 

strictly on skin color (p. 304). 

The implication of being defined by skin color in 

combination with social stratification based on material 

possession means that, in general, Congolese immigrants 

begin life in the U.S, at the very bottom of the society.  

Being “black” in the United States is not just a social 

identity; it is a destiny to join impoverished minority 

groups.  Congolese immigrants therefore find themselves in 

a position similar to that of the West Indians studies by 

Waters (1999).  In that study, Waters concluded that 

“[w]hen West Indians lose their distinctiveness as 

immigrants or ethnics they become not just Americans, but 
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black Americans” (p. 8).  For Waters, subjects, being 

“black” meant being channeled into a path of downward 

mobility, living among African Americans whose economic 

mobility is blocked due to racial discrimination.  It meant 

occupying neighborhoods with poor housing, inadequate city 

services, high crime rates and inadequate public schools.  

Placed in a similar position, the Congolese immigrants in 

my study find one of their highest values – the education 

of their children – threatened.  

Given the ongoing tensions in schools between African 

and American students (Traore, 2002), it is little wonder 

that Congolese immigrant, especially adolescents attending 

public schools, must seek ways to maintain an identity that 

promotes success.  Because color is at odds with 

“nationality,” as it is in the United States, to achieve 

the classic immigrant “American Dream”, Congolese parents 

steer their children toward traditional Congolese 

structures of identity.  Therefore, it is by rejecting 

popular American ways of defining and expressing identity 

that Congolese immigrant children can in fact hope to 

attain the classic American Prize, that is, to do “better” 
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than one’s parents and have or achieve “more” than what 

they could get in Congo. 

Language Obstacles 

The participants in my study emerged as two distinct 

groups of language learners.  The first group included 

those able to communicate fairly well after few months, and 

the second group held those with continuing communication 

difficulties.  This second group experienced a period of 

emotional and practical powerlessness.  Mudishi, a 

Congolese parent, was still struggling with English during 

all the time I visited his family located in Upper Darby 

area.  Mudishi lowered his voice, almost whispered as if he 

did not want people around to hear, and softy declared: 

“It was frustrating not to be able to communicate 
my ideas, look for a better job, answer telephone 
calls, call a taxi, ask for services from the 
post office, or communicate with the teachers of 
my children.  It was frustrating not to be able 
to go to the food store and ask for the kind of 
food I wanted.  I waited for my children to come 
from school, and went with them to help with 
translation.  People in the store looked at me.  
I was embarrassed! (Home visit, October 26, 
2006). 

 
Safi, Beleta, Mudishi, Safulaya, and Sudila reported to me 

during my visits to their respective families and during 

one on one interviews that they experienced language 
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difficulties when they came to the United States.  However, 

Safulaya, Sudila, Beleta and Safi said that they overcame 

these difficulties quickly.  Among the major problems they 

reported Safi mentioned managing communications typical to 

maintaining a household: contacting utilities or repairmen, 

filling out forms, and communicating with their children’s 

school and finding a job.  Fortunately, Congolese society 

is multi-lingual.  Therefore, the immigrants in my study 

arrived in the United States familiar with the demands of 

acquiring another language and equipped with strategies to 

counter language obstacles.  Djibu and his wife Safulaya 

indicated during one of my visits in their home that the 

goal to become fluent in English was pressing, and they 

said they did everything they could to achieve their goal: 

to become fluent in English and find a job.  Safulaya, a 

Congolese mother of five told me in her house during the 

first day of my visit to her family in West Philadelphia: 

It’s very difficult.  Yeah, very difficult! First 
of all when I came I didn’t know English, and I 
was struggling with English, so I went to the 
evening class for foreigners, for the people who 
learn to speak English little by little, and then 
I begin to look for job.  The easiest job to find 
if you don’t know the language is cleaning... 
(Home Visit, November 4, 2006). 
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Mabiala, Nsimire and Maya said in separate 

conversations that they showed eagerness to learn English 

to succeed in the United States Sudila came from Africa 

with some little English as she had spent some time 

learning English in Nairobi while her husband was also 

attending more advanced English classes.  Sudila told me in 

a conversation in her home that when she first came she 

started learning English allover because English spoken in 

Kenya was different from English spoken in Philadelphia.  

Sudila explains how she learnt English in America: 

I had a tutor at home in the morning to teach me 
English…In the evening I attended language 
classes at a church-sponsored English center in 
my neighborhood.  I wanted to learn English 
quickly and used every ways possible to reach my 
goal.  I used to watch children’s programs in the 
TV and adult shows everyday to learn and practice 
English.  And I asked my children to explain to 
me the words I did understand or was not able to 
pronounce (Home visit, October 22, 2006). 
 

Some Congolese students experienced also some 

difficulties in learning English especially during the 

first months of their arrival from Congo.  Malu, a 17 year 

old Congolese girl told me in an interview in her house: 

“American English has a different accent; Americans speak 

too fast.  Americans do not understand English spoken with 

a different accent.”  Tshala, a 10 year-old Congolese girl, 
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remembered her first language experience and reported to me 

in the presence of her mother while I was in their home: 

“If you speak English with a different accent they put you 

in ESL class.” ESL class is for the foreigners, the dumb.” 

Congolese Predisposition to Overcome  

Language Barriers 

Congolese bring a rich language experience to America, 

because in Congo almost everyone is a bilingual or 

multilingual.  Most Congolese speak their own tribal 

language, the language of at least one neighboring ethnic 

group, and French, the official language of Congo since 

Belgian colonization.  Given the number of ethnic languages 

spoken in Congo, the need for one common language is 

generally accepted by most people as reasonable and 

necessary.  This common language, French, is considered the 

language of prestige and elevated social class, and 

mastering it is crucial to social and economic mobility.   

In a group discussion and in their home the majority 

of Congolese reported that they learned French in school in 

Congo.  Some parents reported that they started schooling 

in one of the national languages such as Lingala, 

Kiswahili, Tshiluba or Kikongo, and then French was added, 
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and become the main language of instruction.  Also the 

majority of Congolese participants believed that French is 

important at the personal and national levels.  In her 

house, Beleta stressed the importance and the beauty of 

Congolese national and the advantages of French for 

Congolese.  Beleta calmly pointed out: 

Although French was the language allowed in 
school, Lingala was widely spoken by students in 
school because it was easy to forget the rule.  
French was imposed at my school.  Now when I 
reflect on that particular rule, I believe that 
it was not bad because our Congolese languages 
are not international languages.  Learning French 
was useful to help students for the future and 
open their horizon.  Learning French was to 
prevent from difficulty when traveling to other 
countries.  Learning French helped avoid 
frustrations when visiting other places in the 
world.  French is an international language, but 
I also love my mother tongue, Lingala.  I also 
love Swahili or Kiswahili.  Kiswahili is a 
beautiful and clean language, it is a polite 
language, but it is not spoken everywhere in the 
world.  But French is spoken almost all over the 
world.  Even here in the U.S. when you go to an 
office, and you say that you only speak French 
people in the office will try to find someone who 
speaks French and help you with translation. 
However, if you say that you only speak Lingala… 
here they will ask: “What kind of animal is 
Lingala?”  They will laugh at you! -Laugh in the 
room from Mudishi, the 19 year old girl, his 
elder son and myself-(Interview, January 8, 
2007). 
 
Beleta grew up in the house of her elder brother who 

was in the military.  Beleta told me that she learnt many 
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Congolese languages the while in transfer with her elder 

brother who was in a military during Mobutu’s time.  The 

immigrants in my study reflect the Congolese multilingual 

culture.  Mbalo, one Congolese male participant, told me 

that he speaks seven languages including French, English, 

Kiswahili, Lingala, his native language, and two languages 

of his neighboring ethnic groups.  Asked how many languages 

she speaks, Safi modestly explained how many languages she 

speaks and how she learnt them: 

I speak only six languages, including French, 
English, and four Congolese national languages: 
Kikongo, Kiswahili, Lingala, and Tshiluba.  I 
traveled in many parts of Congo (Zaire) with my 
elder brother who worked many years as a 
government official during Mobutu’s regime.  
Mobutu’s regime used to transfer government 
personnel from one place to another as a ways to 
reinforce national unity, and combat 
tribalism…But French is our language of national 
unity (Home visit, November 7, 2006).  
 
On the other hand, while English is not the official 

language in Congo, some Congolese did not have major 

language problems in the United States because they took 

English lessons in high school or at universities in Congo.  

Congolese students are required to take four years of 

English during the six years of high school.  Others took 

English at the American Cultural Centers or at the English 
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teaching centers mushrooming in Congolese cities.  For 

example, Maya’s sons before they came here, both boys 

attended some English classes at the American school of 

Kinshasa (TASK) to learn English.  

Because Congolese arrive in the United States with 

positive experiences in learning and using foreign 

languages, they tend to have a positive attitude about 

learning English when they arrive here.  Kilolo shared in 

an interview that his American teachers told him that he 

came from Congo with a good command of English: 

Before I came to America, I graduated from IPN 
(Institut National Pedagogique), a Teacher 
training college, with major in English.  Also I 
was a teacher of English in Congo in Kinshasa at 
‘Lycee’ Bosangani, a high school for girls, and 
at ZALI, the Zaire American Language Institute of 
Kinshasa (Home visit, October 29, 2006). 
 
Compared to other immigrant groups in term of 

languages obstacles or readiness, the Congolese immigrants 

have an easier time confronting language barriers than do 

some other groups, such as Latinos.  Many Latino immigrants 

settle in large, Spanish-speaking American communities, and 

they are able to get by without learning English.  For many 

of these Latina immigrants, there is great fear that if the 

become English speakers, they will lose their Hispanic 
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culture and identity (Portes, 1998).  Unlike these 

“Spanish” immigrants, Congolese, with their multi-lingual 

home culture, do not see learning a “national language” as 

a threat to their ethnicity, culture, or nationality.  On 

the contrary, Bilonda, a Congolese girl proudly said, 

“Learning English adds to social prestige when I go back 

home.” 

Although some children in my study were able to speak 

English faster and helped their parents at home, other 

children faced language problems in school.  Malulu, a 19 

year-old Congolese girl, was denied admission to high 

school because her English was too weak.  Two of the 

children in this study, Malulu and Bilonda, were refused 

admission high school on the ground that their English 

proficiency was poor.  In an interview in their home, 

Malulu and Bilonda told me that they enrolled to English 

Teaching Centers to learn English before they returned to 

formal education.  Thus these children lost one or two 

years of schooling.  Malulu was disappointed.  She 

declared: 

I was denied admission because my English was not 
good enough, according to the school principal.  
I went to [an] ESL (English as Second Language) 
center for 18 months.  When I returned to school 



273 
 

 

for admission, the school principal said I was 
over 18 years, and I could not be accepted in the 
K-12 program any more.  I’m now preparing for GED 
‘General Education Development’ (Home visit, 
November 8, 2006). 
 
According to my conversation with one American 

educator, it seems that it is illegal to refuse a person 

admission in a class on the basis of his or her age.  

Although ESL programs have been efficient for some 

Congolese children in my study, in the two cases just 

mentioned, learning English delayed academic progress.  

It is important to note that Congolese parents, such 

as Kilolo, Safi, Mabiala, Mubwangolo agreed that the 

adoption of English was a fundamental requirement for 

acceptance and participation in school activities and the 

mainstream society.  Thus, Congolese parents and children 

found that English was a fundamental requirement for 

acceptance and participation in English-taught curriculum 

and English-dominant society (Olsen, 1997).  Parents and 

children’s positive attitude towards English created 

motivation to learn and became a source of success in 

school.  

My own experience as teacher of French, Kiswahili and 

Kiluba languages to expatriates and English to nationals in 
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Congo has established that people who know how to speak 

several languages learn new languages more easily and 

quickly than those who speak only one language.  Research 

based on foreign language acquisition has shown that people 

learn second or third foreign languages faster than their 

first foreign language.  Research has also established that 

people who know how to speak several languages learn new 

concepts more easily than those who speak only one 

language, because those who speak several languages can 

translate the concept in different ways.  This is perhaps 

one of the reasons Congolese children do well in school.   

English Proficiency 

In a questionnaire, participants were asked 

individually to evaluate their own proficiency in speaking, 

reading and writing English.  The results are summarized in 

Table 11.  All participants reported that they understand 

and speak English well.  However, all four parents, except 

Mudishi, said their written English was as good as their 

spoken English, while four female respondents, except 

Beleta, reported that their written English was not as good 

as their spoken English.  As a result, the male 
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participants scored overall as more proficient in English 

than the females.  

The reason for the higher level of proficiency for 

males is largely that the general level of education is 

higher for males than for females in Congo (75 % for male 

and 35 % for female, World fact book estimate, 2004).  

Among Congolese immigrants in Philadelphia, the highest 

degree held by a Congolese female is a bachelor degree, 

while at least ten males hold a Master’s or doctoral 

degree.  Also, prior to coming to America, most of the men 

took English as their second foreign language in high 

school or university.  Although Congolese immigrant females 

did not have as many opportunities to learn English before 

they came to the United States, Safi, Safulaya and Beleta 

reported learning to speak English faster than the men, 

because the women had more social contact with native-born 

Americans.  Maya learned how to speak English from various 

sources.  She took some English classes in Congo, but it 

was not enough to carry out a conversation.  Maya 

explained: 

Although I have had some English in school in 
Congo, I didn’t have the opportunity to practice 
spoken English.  In the U.S., I found out that 
without spoken English I’d be excluded from 
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getting a job.  I was very serious about learning 
English using every source available.  I started 
reading children’s book, and listening to 
children TV programs.  I also listened to good TV 
program shows, and sermons.  I also learned from 
my children.  Each time I made a mistake they 
would say, ‘Maman, they don’t say it like that…’ 
then my children would give me the right 
pronunciation. (Home visit, October 28, 2006) 
 
 

Use of English in Congolese Families 

Parents participants were asked to rate their 

knowledge of English.  “How well do you speak, read and 

write English?” Table 14 Congolese Immigrants: 

“Accommodation Without Assimilation” shows the extent to 

which the participants use English in their home.  

Participants, Djibu, Mbalo, Mudishi, and Kilolo, reported 

that they use English “frequently” or “only” with their 

children who were born in the United States or who had lost 

strong command of their native Congolese language.  Mbalo, 

Mudishi, Kilolo and Djibu’s couples reported that they 

“often” speak to their spouses in Congolese languages and 

“sometimes” to their children.  All the families said that 

they encourage their children to learn or keep Congolese 

languages and cultures.   

Children seem to have two identities: Makasi, Moke, 

Mayele, Bolamba, Malu, Bilonda and other children born in 
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Africa told me in one on one interview that they are 

African; they said they resist certain kind of 

Americanization.  This dual identity might play an 

important role in the children’s success.  Mutubile, one of 

the Congolese born children, now a Ph.D. in nuclear 

physics, told me that when he came to the United States 

from Congo, he found that opportunities to learn in the 

United States were more abundant than back home.  He said: 

I came to Congo with zero knowledge in English.  
I was determined to succeed and saw difficulties 
as small obstacles, saying to myself that back 
home one has to walk several miles to go to 
school, or leave parents to attend high school.  
But here, I go to school by bus, and I have free 
lunch every day (Interview, December 31, 2006).  

 
Djibu, Mutubile’s father elaborated on how his son learned 

English so faster and how this helped Mutubile do well in 

school:  

Mutubile came from Congo with ‘zero computer 
knowledge’, and a little English from Cycle 
d’Orientation, C.O. (two years of secondary 
school), but in the U.S. he did great in Math, 
Physics and Chemistry.  He used to have many 
American friends from school, both white and 
black friends, and he spent a lot of time in 
school where he had the opportunity to speak 
English.  He spent more time in school and little 
time at home.  He started using computer right 
away although language was one of his most 
difficult problems.  Several months later he 
found a way out by being always in touch with his 
American friends.  Thus, he learned how to speak 
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English faster, and helped us [parents] with 
translation at home.  But when he came home from 
school we spoke to him in the African mother 
language (Interview with Djibu’s family, December 
31, 2006).  
 
In spite racial discrimination and segregation, most 

Congolese, in general, are successful in Philadelphia 

without necessarily being “assimilated” to the white 

middle-class.  In one of my home visits to their respective 

families, participants, Kilolo, Mabiala, Maya, Beleta and 

Mbalo stated that they regarded assimilation as “not 

desirable,” or “not possible” exactly as Traore said in her 

study (Traore, 2002, p. 48.).  These parents pointed out 

that if their children were to a ‘assimilate’, they would 

lose African values, and would display American youth 

cultures characterized by the lack of respect t adults, 

wearing long and ample clothes, and hanging around instead 

of devoting their time to school work.  Table 12 shows the 

degree to which Congolese families adjust to the economic, 

church, and social life in the United States, while 

maintaining most of their Congolese values and culture.  

Their responses suggest that they have cultivated a 

“transnational” identity that plays a role in their success 

in the United States. 
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Segal (2002) and Waters (1999) suggest that recent 

immigrants do not make the rapid change from one society to 

another that earlier models of assimilation (often 

erroneously) ascribed to European immigrants.  These 

scholars suggest that “Transnationalism” is one of the ways 

recent immigrants adjust to the United States.  

“Transnationalism” theory describes post-1965 immigrants as 

“transnational” actors who maintain boundaries that those 

earlier waves did not maintain (Waters, 1999, p. 4).  By 

remaining transnational or bicultural, Congolese 

immigrants, Lusambo said in group interview that this 

family members were able to escape the downward 

assimilation offered to them when they settled in poor 

neighborhoods because he insisted that his family members 

retain their Congolese cultural identity and placed a high 

priority on working to escape poverty.  Lusambo added that 

his family members integrated into their identity some of 

the characteristics of the dominant class in the United 

States, such as pursuing higher education, aiming for 

white-collar jobs, and moving out of poor neighborhoods as 

soon as possible.  
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In a one-on-one interview, Maya, a 60 year-old 

Congolese woman, told me that she used to hammer into her 

sons’ heads, “You have to work hard! You have to get out of 

poverty!” This woman’s family started life in the United 

States in one of the poorest areas in north Philadelphia, 

but today, the two sons each hold management positions and 

own beautiful houses in affluent neighborhoods.  One of 

Maya’s son has developed a successful business on internet, 

and has customers in Europe, Canada, Africa and the U.S.  

Role Reversal and Educational Consequences 

During my family visits, to Djibu’s and Mudishi’s 

families these parents told me that they had experienced a 

period of parent-child role reversal as they learned 

English.  Djibu reported that their children learned 

English faster and helped with translation by answering 

telephone calls, and speaking to people who came to the 

door.  The children’s help was important, but it could also 

leave a parent vulnerable.  Mudishi, a Congolese parent, 

pointed out in her house that she was often frustrated when 

the telephone rang.  She remembered that one evening he was 

trying to help his fifth grader son with his math homework 

and the telephone rang, he would feel frustrated because he 
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would not be able to carry out a conversation in English.  

Mudishi looked at me.  He noticed that he was agitated.  

With anxiety in his eyes Mudishi told me his first 

experience in role reversal, and said: 

When I first came to America, and if the 
telephone rang while my children were in school 
and my husband at work, I didn’t pick up the 
telephone,” Later, I tried to answer the phones, 
but I didn’t understand what people were saying, 
it was too fast.  I asked my children to answer 
the phone, and then asked them to tell me the 
message… I was frustrated because I didn’t like 
to depend on my children in my communication 
(Home visit field notes, October 29, 2006). 
 

Like Mudishi some other Congolese parents experienced a 

role reversal with their children, a condition which has 

been observed in other immigrant groups.  Warner and Srole 

citing Waters (1999), point out that as soon as an 

immigrant child enters into social relations outside the 

home, the process of “assimilation” into the host country 

begins.  They argue that as the first to assimilate, the 

child exchanges roles with his or her parents and takes the 

lead in the family’s external relationships.  This deprives 

the parents of their traditional role in educating, 

socializing the child to join the world beyond the home.  

Parents who relied on their children for translation and 
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socialization felt that the traditional parent-child 

relationship was turned upside down.  

Sudila, a mother of five declared: “When I first came 

[to] the new world, [I realized that] if you’re embarrassed 

to get help from a child, you will not learn any things.” 

She quoted a Lingala proverb: “Kufa nsoni kufa njala,” 

which literally means, “If you feel ashamed [to ask for 

help from a child], you will die from starvation.”  In the 

original Lingala, this proverb emphasizes the need to 

swallow one’s pride.  The woman quoted had to humble 

herself before her children, so that she could learn 

English faster.  Pointing to her two children, she 

recalled: 

These kids picked up the language so quickly, and 
taught me English.  Sometimes, they laughed at my 
pronunciation, I got discouraged when they 
laughed at me; it was as if I didn’t know 
anything.  At times, [though] they were good and 
nice! (Home visit, November 14, 2006). 
 
Depending on children for assimilation into a new 

country goes beyond needing their assistance to learn the 

language.  In her study about Asian immigrants to the 

United States, Segal (2002) found that Asians immigrant 

parents -- even those parents who were fluent in English -- 

relied on their children to explain how different 



283 
 

 

institutions functioned and to point out the subtleties of 

the host culture.  These parents were taught by their 

children, who were assimilating quickly, but the children’s 

assimilation also became a source of tension between the 

parents and their children (Segal, 2002).  Similarly, in a 

conversation at their home, Mbalo described how one of 

their children’s rapid absorption of the host culture 

created identity problems in the family: 

Our son, an adolescent [male] brought home his 
girlfriend without asking our permission.  We 
became furious, and the boy protested, saying 
that he was acting the ‘American way’.  We had to 
reassert our own and our son’s Congolese identity 
by reminding him that in Congo “[w]e do not have 
girlfriends or boyfriends!” …We further reminded 
our son of the Congolese way of doing things: ‘If 
you want to get a fiancée, first you discuss the 
issue with us!’ We went on to tell the girl, an 
American white girl, not to come to their house 
again, and not to consider their son her 
boyfriend… (Home visit notes, December 12, 2006).  
 
In her study about West Indians immigrants, Waters 

(1999) argues that the immigrant child internalizes and 

quickly absorbs values and skills for coping in American 

society.  As the child assimilates, he or she begins to 

reject his or her parents’ culture and their identity as 

“foreigners.”  The Congolese family’s disagreement over 

dating confirms Segal’s observation among Asian immigrants 
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that “role reversals dramatically upset the traditional 

order, creating a situation in which cultural patterns 

[are] readily challenged” (p. 317).  This is especially 

upsetting for parents from Asian and African cultures 

where, as Segal found, “role relationships are clearly 

defined by tradition and expectations are always clear, and 

challenges to them are neither contemplated nor permitted” 

(Segal, p. 317).  Among the participants in my study, most 

reported that the role reversal with their children was not 

permanent.  In a group discussion, Nsimire and Lusambo 

reported that at some point they experienced parental role 

reversal.  However, they declared that they recuperated 

their parental authority as soon as they acquired a firm 

command of English and began to understand more aspects of 

the United States mainstream culture. 

Perhaps one of the most critical educational issues 

related to role reversal was apparent when parents told me 

that they backed off from helping their children with 

schoolwork.  The fact that, in Mudishi’s family,  children 

took the lead in the overall learning process during the 

first months of the immigrants’ stay in the United States 

complicated parents’ ability to monitor their children’s 
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school progress.  Beleta and her husband Mudishi reported 

during one of my observations sessions in their home: “We 

lost the authority we used to have in Congo, because of our 

English language limitations.”  For this couple, losing 

parental authority meant that they were unable to maintain 

traditional Congolese values in their household.  Beleta 

lamented one day at the kitchen table during my home visit 

that because of her own troubles with English, she had a 

hard time helping even her kindergartener’s with homework.  

Thus, from my observation I saw disappointment in Beleta’s 

face, and thought that even in the eyes of a very young 

child, the parents’ authority and leadership were 

jeopardized. 

School Violence 

Perhaps one of the major educational problems of 

Congolese immigrant parents is the fear of school violence.  

Parents were asked in what areas of their child’s education 

they were most worried? Violence came first from all ten 

participants as I spoke to them in their in separate 

families.  When asked to list the greatest areas of 

disappointment in their children’ educational experience, 

the majority of Congolese parents listed school violence 
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first.  Seven parents in ten pointed out that before they 

came to the United States, they never imagined such thing 

[school violence] could exist.  An adolescent boy, named 

Bolamba, pointed out during a visit to his family’s home 

that in Congo, America is presented in movies as an oasis 

of peace, where people just relax on the beach.  He 

commented about school violence in the U.S., and said that 

it is sometimes scary!  

In a group discussion held in the Congolese Community 

Association, Matalatala, a Congolese male participant said 

that from his own experience in Congolese schools he 

attended.  “I did not have such thing as “school killings.”  

Mabiala who studied in Congo and Europe summed school 

violence in Congo this way: “Zero school crime in Congo as 

compared to frightening United States school violence!”  

Mabiala differentiated, however, between normal teasing, 

and fighting that happens everywhere between children and 

the frightening and increasing school shootings that make 

school unsafe in the United States.  

The Kilolo couple said they were disappointed because 

the United States is one of the world leading nations, and 

therefore school violence doses not match with its rank.  
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In an interview, Beleta, a 35 year-old Congolese woman 

declared with disappointment in her voice: “Security in 

America is just not for the kids, anything can happen to 

anybody, anytime, anywhere, I’m sorry to say that.  We’re 

worried a lot about our children’s safety because some 

children bring guns in schools.” 

In an interview in his family Kilolo, a Congolose male 

and professor at the Community College of Philadelphia took 

his time and examined school violence in details in the 

U.S.  He then contrasted school violence in America and 

Africa by looking at the ways children are raised in their 

families, and how the main stream views violence.  Kilolo 

explained: 

Well, this [violence] is in the context of the 
American education.  If you take education 
separately from the society, you have to tool at 
the society…; if you want to explain what is 
going on in school, you have to look at what is 
happening outside the school.  Even in the 
African context, I’m talking about children being 
discouraged [in their homes] not to fight.  So, 
this is something that could be re-enforced at 
home.  There are communities; people don’t fight 
all the time.  Except if you’re tribal enemies 
but if you’re not tribal you wouldn’t fight 
outside, and you would not be expected to fight 
at school.  But here the level of violence … what 
happens at school is just a reflection of what 
happens in the community.  In essence, the values 
of the community are reflected in school and vice 
versa.  This is actually, what is happening.  I 
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would simply say, it wouldn’t surprise me to see 
kids bringing weapons in school because these 
kids have weapons at home.  If I have one at home 
why not simply put one in my bag and take it to 
school.  And if I do it, there’s nothing wrong 
with that.  If someone threatens me in school, if 
I pull a gun, there’s nothing wrong with that.  
I’m free.  So the values of the community are 
reflected in school.  Things can’t change until 
there’s an understanding of how to reconcile what 
is happening outside with what is happening 
inside.  In other words, school has to reflect 
the values of the community.  And if the values 
of the community focus on using guns to settle 
things, so be it for school.  You could still 
say, don’t use guns for schools, but this is 
unreal.  It doesn’t reflect what really is 
happening.  Kids will tell you … ‘but at home I 
have it, why do you stop me from doing it?’  At 
home, I talk to my parents like this, why you 
want me not to talk here.  Children in America 
are exposed to violence in movies, TVs, and 
computer games.  So, the kids here, by the time 
they finish high school, they have seen thousands 
and thousands of crimes.  Parents are not sure if 
their children are coming home or not.  You don’t 
know.  It’s just a problem!  (Interview, December 
30, 2006). 

 
When Kilolo spoke you could see how much he was 

concerned about the topic being himself a parent and an 

educator who really wants all the children grow in a 

peaceful atmosphere.  I asked parents during my regular 

home visits to their family what Congolese parents can do 

to prevent school violence.  In his response, Mudishi, one 

of the Congolese parents suggested that school safety was a 

problem of all people involved in education including 
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children, parents, community members, government officials 

and those outside the school.  

I asked parents during my regular visits to their 

family what Congolese parents can do to prevent school 

violence.  In his response, Mudishi, one of the Congolese 

parents, suggested that school safety was a problem of all 

people involved in education including children, parents, 

community members, government officials and those outside 

the school.  

Kisantu said in a group interview that America is a 

country of extreme and abundance, because in America there 

is too much of everything: too much food, too much 

violence. Congolese children need an education that teaches 

them to respect them themselves and others.  If school 

districts fail to address African children’s educational 

needs and fails to give them a good education, these 

children will join the already existing out-of-control 

youth and add to the number of inner-city crimes.  Research 

has established that immigrant children’s who are out 

school are at risk, and may develop anti-social behavior 

and join gang membership that make streets and 

neighborhoods unsafe and dangerous (Portes & Rumbaut, 
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2006).  America is also a country where youth crime is very 

high.  Given the fact that African immigrants continue to 

arrive in the United States to stay even after they 

finished their study, also given the fact that Congolese 

immigrants find housing in inner city neighborhoods with 

high rates of crime, violence, and drug addictions, parents 

and school should give Congolese  children an education 

that promotes tolerance, collaboration and mutual 

understanding.  

 

 

 

 

Theme Three 

Misconceptions and Stereotypes about 

Africa and Africans 

“Classmates were laughing at me because I brought a 
Congolese homemade lunch to school.” -- A ten- year- old 
Congolese boy. 

 
Research Question: Participants were asked: “What were 

the positive or negative stereotypes that Americans used to 

portray Africa and Africans?”  
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The type of language Americans use to describe 

Congolese (Africa and Africans) reveals the acceptance or 

rejection of this group of immigrants on American soil, and 

also predicts the “assimilation” path this group of 

immigrants will follow, for at least the first years of 

their stay in the United States.  The way mainstream 

society treats Congolese immigrants is reflected in the way 

Congolese children are treated in school because often 

time, as Kilolo mentioned, “school is the reflection of the 

main stream society.”  The educational and emotional 

consequences of negative stereotypes American schools 

project on the Congolese immigrant children are 

significant. Therefore it is important to explore the 

relations between mainstream Americans and Congolese 

immigrants and American schools (deMarrais & LeCompte 

(1999).  

Anti-immigrant sentiment is strong in the United 

States and it can be traced back to the first waves of 

European immigrants (Tyak, 1974). Black African immigrants 

suffer the anti-immigrant sentiments at a much higher level 

than white immigrants, because black Africans are 

assimilated to African Americans, a minority group that has 
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been discriminated against by the white majority since the 

time of American slavery (deMarrais & LeCompte, 1999; Ogbu, 

1987, Waters, 1999). Bolamba, a Congolese boy, and his two 

sisters complained during a conversation in their house 

that when they first arrived in the United States, they 

were subject to humiliating language to describe them. 

Bolamba lamented that some American students used only 

negative stereotypes to describe Africa and Africans: 

“Africa is just a land of chaos, famine, war, animals, 

poverty, jungle, no roads.” “Africans are primitive. Do you 

live with lions and cobras in your country?”   

Mbalo’s family members still remembers how their host, 

an elderly white woman, received them in Philadelphia: On 

various conversations, each family member told me at least 

once what happened to them the first morning in the U.S. 

Mbalo tells the story that has marked the family first 

experience with racism and stereotypes. Mbalo explained: 

We arrived in Philadelphia from Africa at night 
on December 17, 1994. We were received by an old 
white lady. She was a widow living by herself in 
a nice and big house located in northeast 
Philadelphia area.  She has never been to Africa, 
but I learnt later that she wanted to host an 
African family. She knew many things about Africa 
through missionaries’ stories. She was supporting 
some missionary work in Africa for many years. 
The first morning she invited my family to an 
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American breakfast she has prepared herself with 
great care and love. My wife, my five children 
and I all gathered around the breakfast table. 
The old lady asked if we could all hold our hands 
with the person next to each other and pray.  
Before she said the prayer, the old lady lifted 
her head all covered with white hair, scrutinized 
each of my children from head to toe, and then 
opened her mouth as her lips moved slowly, and 
calmly with a trembling voice she exclaimed: 
‘They’re not too bad!’ meaning these children are 
from Africa, but they seem not as bad as I have 
been always told. …It seems this woman was 
expecting to see a stereotypical group of 
Africans, including dirty, barefoot children with 
swollen stomachs (Home visit, October 30, 2006).  
 
Mutubile, Djibu’s elder son once told me in an 

interview that when he first came, he attended one of the 

public schools were the student body was approximately 

fifty percent white and fifty percent black. He recalls 

that his teachers tended to categorize students according 

to their skin color. He said: 

Teachers put me in the group of the African 
American students, but expected me to be at the 
bottom of the class. I felt that teachers did not 
expect me to do well in class because not only 
because was black, but also because I was black 
African. …I discover later that it’s common 
belief among some Americans that blacks’ 
intelligence is inferior to that of whites 
(Interview, 22 December, 2006). 
 
Mayele, a Congolese student told me in a one on one 

interview in his parents’ house as he recalled his first 

experience in American public school: “Classmates were 
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laughing at me when I came to school wearing school 

uniform, and was the only one whose ears were not pierced. 

Classmates called me a monkey when I was trying to follow 

classroom rules, and teachers’ instructions.”  

Almost each Congolese student has experienced some 

kind of stereotypes and derogatory language. Monga, a 10 

year-old girl told me in an informal interview that her 

first teacher said to her, “You’re smart and beautiful!  

You don’t look like you come from Africa!”  I believe the 

teacher said these words as compliment, but the African 

girl was offended and hurt to learn that her mother and her 

people in Africa were not considered smart but ugly, dirty.  

The effect of these demeaning words toward African students 

resulted in the loss of self-esteem, discouragement, 

rebellion and lack of interest in schoolwork among some 

African students. Writing about the African American’s 

educational experiences with the school test scores, 

historian Tyack (1974) reports: 

To have been born black was normally to have been 
labeled a failure- an inferiority all too often 
justified by a bogus science- as million of Negro 
children learned in school systems which were 
consciously or unwittingly racist; sociologists 
often saw blacks as cripples (Tyack, 1974, p. 
217). 
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Bilonda, a 17 year-old girl, and Luve reported that in 

the United States many teachers have more enlightened 

attitudes about the intellectual capacity of blacks.  

However, these students noted, some still hold on to old 

myths.  I believe that Tyack is right when he describes the 

injustices faced by Africans Americans, whom he called: 

“Victims without crimes” (p. 217).  

During a home visit, Mutubile said in a conversation 

in his parents’ home that he remembers his first days of 

class in the United States with mixed feelings.  As I was 

sitting in the living room of his parents’ house in the 

evening, Mutubile told me he was excited about all the 

school materials and books he got, but antipathy toward the 

atmosphere of the class was poisoned: He remembers: 

The first weeks of class in the United States 
were almost a hell for me! Almost the whole class 
constantly stared at me to find out if I was 
doing things awkwardly; but the worse thing was 
the teacher’s attitude: She hardly recognized my 
presence, and the few times she gazed at me her 
eyes were like a thunder, and my heart began to 
pound! (Interview, December 31, 2006). 
 
However, in spite the distrust of his intellectual 

capacity displayed by some American teachers this same 

young man reported that some teachers helped him by 

accommodating to his English class schedule, so that he 
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could learn English faster.  He also said he stayed focused 

on his class work, and impressed all his teachers with his 

results in mathematics and physics so that at the end of 

high school he obtained a full scholarship to continue his 

studies in science.  His parents told me during the same 

conversation that one of his former American teachers gave 

their son a used computer for him to use at home and 

improve his computer skills.  Today he holds a Ph.D. in 

nuclear Physics, and he works as a researcher at one of the 

biggest American universities in his field.  

Relationship between American and Congolese students 

was sometimes bitter, especially when Congolese children 

were asked embarrassing questions.  Malu, her sister 

Bilonda and I were talking about their relationship with 

American students.  They reported that some questions 

American students asked them reflected ignorance.  For 

example, Malu was asked “How do you say ‘good morning’ in 

African? Do you have cars, TV, airports, houses, clothes in 

Africa?  What is the capital city of Africa?”  Bilonda 

reported in a conversation during one my home visits that 

she was tired when she was asked the same questions several 
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times: “Is Africa one country? What kind of animal is 

Congo? Who brought you here? Do you sleep with animals?” 

Congolese experienced racial discrimination in America 

not only in schools, but also in churches.  For example, 

Mbalo, a pastor himself, and his five children have not 

forgotten their experience in one of the churches located 

in northeast of Philadelphia: 

My family and I received a note in an envelope 
after all-white church service we attended when 
we first came from Africa.  The note read:  ‘This 
is not your place.  Please, do not come 
back!’(Interview, December 26, 2006). 
 
Mbalo’s family members were shocked when they left the 

‘church’, and continually asked themselves if ‘Christians’ 

should discriminate others based on skin color, or 

discriminate others at all based on any criteria.  The 

Mablo’s began to understand that what they knew about 

America before they came was different from what their own 

eyes saw.  Americans put all blacks in a certain group and 

it doesn’t matter what level of education you have.  

In the classroom, demeaning terms from classmates have 

devastating effects on Congolese students in American 

schools.  In a conversation in her family’s house in the 
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presence of her parents Tshala, a Congolese girl, recalled 

an episode that left her feeling torn apart:  

Our class was watching a movie about Africa.  The 
movie showed pictures of African children with 
swollen stomachs and flies around their mouths, 
and the whole class stopped watching the movie, 
and stared at me.  I felt humiliated, and angry! 
 
Two other Congolese brothers, Kitoko and Makasi, 

reported in an interview that they attended ESL programs 

that were efficient and helpful, and this suggests that ESL 

can work, but the curriculum must respect the immigrant 

students’ academic abilities and previous academic 

achievements.  However, ESL program was the source of some 

trouble for some Congolese students because some American 

students believe that ESL program is designed to meet the 

needs of backward and retarded foreign students.  For 

example, Bilonda, a 17 year-old girl in K-11 told me that 

she found her ESL classes too easy, and she complained that 

Americans kids made fun of ESL students, saying that they 

were slow learners. 

The Supervision of Children 

The supervision of children is another major problem 

Congolese immigrant parents encountered in the United 

States All parents said they work long hours outside their 
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homes.  The majority of Congolese women work as home health 

aides or cleaned office or homes.  They work long shifts, 

often at night.  Some fathers work as security guards, 

maintenance men, cab drivers or teachers.  In a group 

discussion, Kisantu reported that it was very common for 

him to work two or more jobs and also go to school.  He 

said that by the time he reaches home, sometimes he was 

tired or had other things to do before bed, so he cannot 

pay much attention to their children.  He complained that 

extended family members in the area are equally busy, so 

they cannot provide much help either.  In his house Mbalo 

often deplored that in the United States, their children 

were often left by themselves, without an adult to 

supervise them or sit and discuss their problems with them. 

“This is very different from how childcare is handled in 

Congo where children always have an adult looking after 

them, day and night.  In Congo, the large majority of women 

do not work outside their homes, and the community also 

provides care because it is considered everybody’s 

responsibility to take care of children,” Safulaya said.   

Nsimire reported in a group interview how different 

assumptions about childcare led trouble with the police.  
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She said that one night she left her nine-year-old girl, in 

her room, and went out to buy food at a neighborhood store.  

The woman’s housemate, an African American single woman, 

called the police and informed them that her neighbor has 

left her daughter alone in her room.  The mother in my 

study then had to report to the police.  She said she was 

frustrated and could not understand why her neighbor 

preferred to call the police instead of simply keeping an 

eye on the child. 

Mbalo, in a conversation in the presence of his wife 

and his children, pointed out that Congolese children were 

becoming Americanized because they lacked supervision “The 

children are left on their own.  We’ve lost them because 

they learn from American friends and TV programs.” Another 

parent eloquently described how many Congolese teens 

quickly learn that the anonymity and scale off life in the 

United States provide them with a level of freedom children 

would never be allowed in Congo.  One evening I was at 

Sudila’s house and I asked her to discuss the difference in 

raising children in Africa and America.  Sudila, a mother 

of five children born in Africa commented that here in the 

United States kids think that being American means having 
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freedom.  “Freedom is a big thing.  I think children have 

too much freedom.  No one in the community has any control 

over them.  Back home, people know each other and people 

besides parents could discipline the children, but not in 

America,” Sudila declared. 

According to all parents in this study, they do not 

have the same authority and social control that they had 

back home.  Djibu’s couple reported that they sometimes 

threaten to send their children back to Congo if they are 

disobedient.  When asked if they wanted to be returned 

home, Mubwangolo and Bolamba said in individual interview 

that they hate the idea of being sent home because they 

knew that they would not have the freedom there that they 

have in America, and they also knew that everybody in Congo 

would make fun of them, for being so bad that their parents 

sent them back from America.  

Although the Congolese parents stated they have been 

working long hours, often at two jobs, in order to give 

their children a better life, in the end, they realized 

that without adult supervision, they are at risk of losing 

their children to the “street culture’ of their 

neighborhoods.  Congolese parents, Matalatala and Lusambo, 
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expressed anger, disappointment, and confusion that the 

children did not always appreciate or understand their 

sacrifices and when the children did not behave as parents 

hoped they would.  Sudila, a Congolese woman, said when she 

was describing to me her struggle to maintain a good 

behavior of her five children after they transferred from a 

Christian school to a public school.  

There is a peer pressure problem because children 
want to imitate American friends’ friends; the 
way they speak and dress.  Children want things 
their friends have and for us to manage that is a 
real challenge (Home interview, January, 6, 
2006). 
 

Difficulties Encountered with Work 

Difficulties related to getting job or doing work 

interfered with the Congolese immigrants’ ability to fully 

play their roles as good and responsible parents.  In the 

U.S. time spent without job or looking for a job is 

generally accompanied by stress and discomfort in the 

family.   The longer a parent stayed without a job, the 

longer children were likely to suffer from the consequences 

in daily life.  Children would not have enough food, 

medical treatment and parents may not be able to meet some 

educational expenses.  Before they came to the United 
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States, Congolese immigrants set high of making a better 

life -- one that was different from life in Congo.  

However, getting a better life in America is not easy, 

because in the United States, everything people want 

requires money.  Among all Congolese who participated in 

this study, only one parent in ten, Kilolo, has held one 

job for an extended period; he has worked for about fifteen 

years as a community college instructor.  Djibu and his 

wife Safulaya described their job experience as a sad 

rhythm: “Hired, fired; hired, fired, and hired!” In 

addition, female participants, Sudila, Beleta, Safi and 

Safulaya, pointed out the additional burdens of being a 

working wife and mother.   Sudila, a Congolese full-time 

worker and mother noted: “We are not used to work[ing] 

outside the home in Congo … but here, we’ve got to do it.”  

She lamented that holding two jobs and being a mother and a 

wife is an exhausting experience because of so many 

conflicting responsibilities.  

Safi told her children in my presence in her house 

that back home, especially in the villages and small towns, 

the women could grow vegetables they needed in their 

gardens, as well as rely on the community culture of 
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sharing and interdependence to meet a variety of needs.  

Safi went on and explained: 

Back home, it was not unusual to for me to get 
salt, cooking oil, vegetables, meat or fish from 
friends, neighbors and family members.  In my 
turn I shared everything [I had] with others 
(Home visit notes, November 15, 2006). 
 
Many Congolese told me they before they came to the 

U.S. they had seen movies that portrayed the United States 

as a paradise – a place of joy, pleasure and opportunities 

for everyone.  I asked participants in the group interview 

to describe what they knew or were told about the U.S. 

Lusambo said:  

Before I came, I was told that in America money 
is easy to get; I was told that America is a land 
of opportunities.  I’ve seen American 
missionaries and Congolese coming from America; 
they brought a lot of things and money.  Even 
their skin shines, because they say America is 
heaven on earth.  I used to work with 
‘missionaries’ in Congo as one of my church 
leaders.  Some ‘missionaries’ told me that in 
America there is no sin, there is no germs (Group 
interview, January, 25, 2006). 
 
But once in America, some Congolese immigrants 

realized that it takes months or even years to get 

authorization for employment, and without this 

authorization, the only option is to take the most 

“demanding,” “dangerous,” and “dirtiest” jobs.  Even those 
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with Bachelor’s degrees or other valuable experience and 

credentials had trouble finding steady, satisfying work.  

Safulayata said that “even the low paying jobs are not easy 

to get,” and she added: 

Jobs are not stable; you go from job to job.  You 
have to renew contracts year after year.  It is 
disappointing.  … Most of the time what happens 
is that you get hired, and then fired, you become 
very confused, the up down, up down, [is] too 
much! (Home interview, December 31, 2007). 
 
After looking for jobs that correspond to their 

credentials without success, many Congolese tolerate 

difficult, low-paying, entry level jobs that by shifting 

their measure of success.  Safi, a woman with a three year 

degree in accountancy, ‘Graduée en Comptabilité Anlytique’  

explained: “I do two jobs because I came here with one 

objective-- to make a better living, and I want to have 

things that I never had back home.  Thus I don’t mind 

working hard.” Kisantu said that his job here is harder 

than what he used to do in Congo, but “[t]o me it is not … 

too much work.  I never had a car in Congo, but here I have 

two cars; I have a house and a lot of things I did not have 

back home like [a] washing machine, computers… [and] DVD 

players.  Congolese immigrants also compared their working 

conditions and wages in America to what working in Congo 
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would be like.  In Congo, the majority of workers make less 

than one hundred dollars per month.  Sometimes, government 

workers are not paid for months or even years -- especially 

during wartime.  Using their home salary scale helps 

Congolese immigrants to accept what native-born Americans 

would call a “low-paying” job.  

According to Waters (1999), immigrants define their 

social status differently than do native-born workers.   

Immigrant workers are less bothered than native-born people 

by their low-status jobs because the immigrant exists 

between two societies – that of their home country and that 

of their adopted country, the United States.  Safi 

demonstrated this mindset, saying that her dignity was not 

hurt by doing low-status work here the way it would be back 

home.  She explains that to her, “In America, no job is 

degrading ….  People do not know me here, and besides, 

‘l’argent n’a pas d’odeur’, -- [‘money has no smell.’] 

Like many immigrants, Matalatala reported that some 

American people, especially African Americans, think that 

immigrants have come to the United States here to take 

their jobs.  They reported that they had been told to “to 

go back where they came from” (Waters, 1999, p. 125).  For 
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example, Matalatala declared in a group interview that his 

young Congolese woman, who works in an African hair salon, 

reported that some African American women were angry with 

African immigrants who opened competing salons.  On the 

other hand, she added that African immigrants believe that 

the expanding number of African American-owned salons was 

reducing the income of African immigrant hair braiders.   

Mudishi couple complained during a conversation in 

their house that they work hard every day, but all the 

money is spent before they get the check.  “There are 

enormous expenses, [and] the more money you make, the more 

you spend!” said one parent.  Beleta, Mudishi’s wife, 

recalled her surprise when she earned one thousand dollars 

in two weeks, yet it all “evaporated like that! In just a 

moment, all the money was gone!”--spent on the telephone, 

gas, water and other basic bills.  “Mes mille dollars-la, 

c’était parti comme ça; était parti aux dépenses des –

‘bills’.  Beleta added that in Congo, “one thousand dollars 

… will hire two or three servants to work for you in your 

house!”  Her husband echoed, “[h]ere we work only to pay 

bills…not to enjoy life… your salary is spent before you 
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even get it.  To tell the truth, you never even really 

touch the money yourself!”  

Supporting Congolese Relatives Back Home 

Parents also said they send a big portion of their 

money back home to support their family members left in 

Congo.  Mudishi and his wife Beleta said:  

People in Africa depend on their relatives who 
live abroad.  I’d say that we’re their “company,” 
so to speak, because we send them money every 
month.  … We’re in the obligation to do so.  … 
You work here and you pay bills here and also you 
pay those who are in Congo (Home visit field 
notes, November 20, 2006). 
 
Participants in my study identified the pressure to 

make more money as the worst result of American 

individualism and materialism.  All the parents in this 

study said that they had no choice but to have both parents 

work so they could support an American standard of living 

and still have money to send back to Congo.  

In Congolese culture, living on credit or taking out 

loans to meet expenses is considered disgraceful; people 

typically choose to live within their means, rather than 

acquiring more with borrowed money.  The Congolese in my 

study expressed frustration with the American culture of 

borrowing to maintain a better standard of living.  They 
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were dismayed with the constant mail announcing pre-

approved credit, as well as with the society that 

encourages or even requires people to go into debt to pay 

for houses and cars.  Mudishi said such debt makes a person 

the “slave” of lenders, and most parents in the study said 

they avoided debts to set for their children an example of 

living within their means.  Mudishi said: “I get into debt 

only when it’s absolutely [a] necessity for my family.” 

Although Congolese had experienced difficulties in 

getting jobs, and doing the most dangerous and dirtiest 

jobs, all parents indicated that they, however, were able 

to succeed in America, and support their family members in 

Congo.  Matalatala and Lusambo said that American employers 

preferred immigrant workers to native born because 

immigrants value even those extremely low-paying jobs, stay 

longer on jobs, show respect to their supervisors and 

respect work regulations. 

Although Congolese parents tried to stay in touch with 

their family members in Congo via telephone, e-mails, fax, 

and sending them money via Western Union, parents said they 

missed the African solidarity, connectedness and communion.  

“What I miss most about Congo is community life, and 
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sharing,” Mudishi, one of the parents declared in a 

conversation in his basement converted into his devotional 

room.  Parents complained about the lack of community life 

in America where everyone is left to herself or himself.  

One evening in her house, Beleta, one of the Congolese 

mothers said she was shocked when she learned how elderly 

people are treated in the United States: 

I was almost horrified when I learnt that old 
parents were kept in homes and that years may 
pass without their close relatives visit[ing] 
them … because back home you can’t put your 
father or mother in a nursing home.  In Africa, 
there are different ways of supporting old people 
whether they are your parents or [an] uncle … 
(Home visit, November 21, 2006). 
 
Parents commented about the lack social support.  

Matalatala reported about his wife’s experience about the 

lack of social support in American.  His wife, Hasemake, a 

young woman who came from Congo a few years ago, had a baby 

and was by herself at home when she came out of the 

hospital.  She complained about taking care to her baby by 

herself while she still had to recover from delivering.  

She said: 

In Congo, your family members, neighbors or 
church members would come and spend several days 
with you, cook for you, take care of the baby 
until you’ve full[y] recovered again.  My wife 
also found the sense of individualism in America 
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very striking…Everybody for themselves and God 
for us all.  Back home we live in a community and 
when your child is sick [neighbors] will know … 
and they will be there for you.  [But] … here … 
you feel very lonely and you know there is no 
support system, and even when there is one [it] 
is because you read [about] it in a phone book, 
you struggle to get there, and [when] you start 
talking … people are listening more to how 
different[ly] you speak than [to] what you are 
saying (Group interview January 25, 07). 
 
Sociologist Portes and Zhou (1994) report that Cuban 

immigrants were well received by the American mainstream in 

Florida.  The acceptance of Cubans by mainstream Americans 

accounts for the Cubans’ social mobility, attainment of 

education, economic gains, and other successes in American 

life.  On the other hand, Portes and Zhou (1999) suggest 

that Haitians who came at almost the same time were 

rejected, and had doors to success blocked before their 

eyes.  Assimilated to African Americans, Haitians had no 

choice other than to mingle with this oppressed minority 

and face, along with them, discrimination in housing, 

employment and education.  Similarly, Congolese immigrants 

have met with both anti-immigrant and racist sentiments; 

with stereotypes about both Africans and African Americans, 

and they have therefore encountered all the economic 

hardships that go along with these negative forces.  
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Congolese Parents’ Strategies to 

Overcome Stereotypes 

Being “black” from Africa and landing in America with 

a lot of money or with little money, Congolese families 

testified that they were victims of preconceived notions on 

behalf of some American teachers, students and “Christian” 

church members.  However, the vast majority of Congolese 

children in my study successfully resisted racism and its 

hostilities.  How did Congolese children resist? How did 

they turn negative experiences into positive process? 

Congolese culture calls for an intense relationship between 

parents and children.  Working through these traditional, 

tight bonds, the parents in my study tried to provide 

constant encouragement as well as to equip their children 

with strategies to rise above hostility and stay focused on 

their studies.  (Table 9: Parental Strategies Given to 

their Children to Overcome Stereotypes, Adversity, Teasing) 

Mudishi’s family reported in an interview that they 

helped their child to overcome adversity, teasing and 

stereotypes from classmates by cultivating the child’s 

spiritual (Christian identity).  Mudishi explained:  

Your reference is God.  God made you as beautiful 
as anybody else.  It does not matter if they call 
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you names – primitive, or whatsoever.  Focus on 
God and pray for those who persecute you; ignore 
them (Interview, January, 12, 2007).   
 
While I was in Mudishi and Beleta’s living room during 

my family visit, one his children reported a fight that 

occurred in school that day involving an African student 

and an African American student.  Reacting to his child’s 

report, Mudishi told me that he did not want his children 

to be involved in any kind of fighting, but at the same 

time he did not want his children to fall victim to serious 

bullying.  He gave his children the following strategy: 

“Report any threat on your life to the teacher, but ignore 

normal teasing.”  

Dibu and Safulaya told me in one of my home visits 

that their second son was the object of teasing and name 

calling from some American students.  Djibu and Safulaya 

reported about the difficult situation their son was in, 

and shared how they equipped him with the following 

strategy:  

Before he came to America, our son didn’t have 
any English at all.  His American classmates used 
to make fun of him.  They called him names such 
as “jungle’ or ‘cave man’.  “We told him to 
ignore, and stay focused on school work (Home 
visit, November 27, 2006). 
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According to Djibu, the family strategy produced 

positive result as long as the child was open to his 

parents, respected their instructions.  On the other hand, 

parents maintained close relationship with their child, 

showed interest in his school work, and were available to 

spend quality time with their child. 

Kisantu and Nsimire reported in the group interview 

that they frequently reminded themselves and their children 

that the Americans do not really know who or what they were 

back home; that they were respected ministers in their 

churches, men and women with high social rank, and that 

they were treated with dignity and honor before they came 

here.  According to Ogbu (1990), discrimination, and 

prejudice are something that voluntary immigrants can plan 

to overcome.  Mudishi and Beleta, reported in conversations 

about difficulties encountered that the humiliation they 

went through was temporary.  Mudishi used a Congolese 

proverb that says that all difficulties are temporary, and 

thus one has to be patient: “Quelque longue que soit la 

nuit, le jour finit par pointer a l’horizon.” This means, 

“The night might be long, but the sun will rise at last.”  
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In spite of the disappointment, Congolese immigrants 

do well in America.  The most important aspects of 

Congolese culture help them to be successful in America.  

Like the majority of immigrant groups, Congolese told me 

that they have a different attitude toward employment than 

do some of their American-born coworkers.  Immigrants are 

told by employers that employers value highly immigrants’ 

commitment to hard work.  For example, Matalatala reported 

in a group interview he has been told by white employers 

that immigrants are good in handling relationships with 

managers and showing commitment to stay on jobs longer than 

African Americans.  This negative stereotype about African 

American was advantageous for the Congolese immigrants, but 

it created tension between some African Americans and the 

immigrants in my study.  Matalatala reported in a group 

interview that he was appointed supervisor by his white 

manger because he came to work regularly and worked harder 

than some African Americans.  He added: 

Many African Americans were not pleased with my 
promotion, and they tried to find every 
opportunity to accuse me.  They tried to find 
small mistakes in my work, and reported them to 
my supervisor (Group Interview, January 25, 
2007). 
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In addition to commitment to stay longer on their 

jobs, Congolese immigrants’ human capital (qualifications, 

job skills, languages, experience) and social capital 

(extensive social networks) have facilitated their entry 

into low-level jobs.  Congolese parents and adolescents 

said they got jobs through their networks of friends, 

church, and Congolese community members who informed them 

about job openings or referred them to their employers.  In 

a conversation in her living room in the presence of her 

cousin, Mabiala, Maya declared that the assistance from the 

Congolese community was also a great help: 

At the time we arrived in Philadelphia.  The 
Congolese community was very small -- maybe ten 
people.  We lived as a family in the African 
sense.  When job opportunity was available, the 
information was shared with all the members.  
There was mutual support and encouragement.   Two 
of my cousins came to America from Europe with 
medical degrees.   It was hard for them to pass 
the licensing exams in the United States, but the 
Congolese Community gave them moral and social 
support and told them about other people who 
succeeded (Interview, October 31, 2006). 
 

 In this chapter I have discussed the main reasons 

Congolese immigrants come to the United States, and I 

highlighted the fact that although Congolese immigrants 

came for personal, educational or political reasons, they 

set new goals once settled in the United States.  All 
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Congolese immigrant parents in the study indicated that the 

education of their children became the reason for 

prolonging their stay in the United States.   

 I have indicated that by setting high expectations 

for academic success, parents have contributed to their 

children’s achievements.  I have described major problems 

and challenges that Congolese immigrant parents and their   

children encountered in the United States, such as identity 

crisis, and language barriers, and I discussed the 

educational consequences of these challenges.  I pointed 

out strategies Congolese immigrants used to overcome 

obstacles and discussed challenges Congolese immigrants 

parents faced as they tried to raise children according to 

Congolese values in the midst of American emphasis on 

individualism and material wealth.  

 

Table 9. Parental Strategies Given to their Children to  
     Overcome Stereotypes, Adversity, Teasing 
 
 
Strategies Djibu’s 

Family 
Mbalo’s 
Family 

Mudishi’s 
Family 

Kilolo’s 
Family 

Maya’s 
Family 

 
 
Parents established 
tight bonds with 
their children 
 

X X X X X 

Parents provided X X X X X 
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constant 
encouragement/support 
 
Parents encouraged 
children to stay 
focused on their 
studies 
 

X  X  X 

Parents cultivated 
the child’s spiritual 
(Christian) identity 
 

  X   

Parents told children 
to ignore teasing 
 

  X X  

Parents asked 
children to report 
any threat on their 
lives to the 
teacher/adult 
 

X  X  X 

Parents frequently 
reminded children who 
parents were back 
home 
 

  X X X 

Parents reminded 
children that after 
the storm comes a 
beautiful weather 
 

 X X  X 

Parents met with 
school staff 
 

 X X  X 

Parents set 
boundaries about 
their children’s 
behavior 
 

     

 

 

CHAPTER 7 

FINDINGS 
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New Immigrant Assimilation  

 In this chapter, I analyze findings that tested the 

new immigrant assimilation theory in the context of 

Congolese immigrant parents in Philadelphia.  The findings 

included (a) similarities and differences between American 

and Congolese school values; (b) Congolese parents’ 

educational expectations; and (c) Congolese parents’ 

satisfaction or dissatisfaction with the education of their 

children, and Congolese families’ accommodation in the 

United States. 

Similarities and Differences in Values 

Between Congo and American School Values 

Research Question:  What are the Congolese parents’ view of 

the differences and similarities between schooling in 

Africa and America? 

In the above research question, participants were 

asked to describe the aspects of Congolese schools 

characteristics as opposed to American schools.  Ten 

Congolese parents out of ten believe that there are 

conflicting values between home and America (Table 10. 

American School Values; and 11. Congolese School Values).  

The parents complained that the American schools and 
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lifestyle are not compatible with the Congolese home 

culture, which emphasizes commitment to community, respect, 

solidarity, and harmony.  American school values reflect 

the culture’s emphasis on individualism and materialism.  

“Americans view education as an individual achievement 

while in Congo, education is the first thing a parent gives 

to his or her child not for the child’s own benefit, but 

for community benefit,” Lusambo a Congolese male noted in 

the group discussion.  Speaking about Materialism, Beleta, 

a Congolese mother, told me in a conversation in her living 

room: “Individualism and materialism” are the hallmarks of 

American schools.”  She complained that her four year old 

girl has too many school supplies in her school bag.  “I 

didn’t have any in Congo when I was young" (Home visit, 

October 16, 2006). 

American materialism and individualism seem to be at 

odds with the Congolese expectations of rearing “whole” 

children who have a balanced view of things.  African 

values insist that the pursuit of happiness through 

material things should be avoided because the meaning of 

life, according to African values lies in sharing, and 

being connected to others.  It is therefore especially 
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puzzling to Congolese parents that schools in America seem 

to propagate these qualities, which seem so destructive.  

The problem is probably not the abundance of material 

things in the bag of a student, the real issue is how all 

these material things in a school bag or in a classroom 

contribute to the child’s development, and help him or her 

to become a balanced person in her life.  In other words 

how these supplies contribute to the child’s education that 

makes him or her as a mature person who can set limits to 

his or her desires. 

The Implications of American Materialism 

and Individualism for Congolese Immigrants 

According o Congolese parents, it seems that most 

American parents and schools teach children that the 

acquisition of material things for individual happiness is 

the greatest goal of human existence.  The pursuit of 

happiness in and of itself is not bad, but the quest for 

individual happiness through material things is contrary to 

African values which emphasize the spiritual over the 

material and the collective good over individual happiness.  

Although Western European influence has penetrated many 

aspects of African life, especially in cities where 
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European colonialists lived, many African values still 

persist (Asante, 1998; Mbiti, 1986; Khapoya, 1998).  Even 

today, the vast majority of Africans who are able to 

accumulate wealth use it for extended family needs.  

Congolese parents in this study said that when they 

came to the United States, they were impressed with the 

abundance of things in stores, the huge quantity of books 

and materials in schools, the innumerable cars, and the way 

Americans strive to get more and more things.  Mbalo 

observed that when he came to the United States, he got the 

impression that all the institutions – the media, churches, 

and schools, sent one message: “get more things, buy more 

stuff, have more material things.”  Safi observed that, 

instead of teaching children how to be more respectful, 

more obedient and more connected to each other, American 

society, and schools teach children to have more “stuff.” 

She said that her ten year-old child has to carry a twenty  

 

pound school bag full of books and materials.  “It’s too 

much!” she exclaimed. 

Scholar Schiele deplores the fact that American 

society does not emphasize the spiritual nature of human 
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beings.  He laments the quasi absence of emphasis on 

cardinal values such as spirituality, collectivity, mutual 

aid, and cooperation.  Schiele observed that these values 

are de-emphasized and overlooked.  Schiele warns that if 

the American society and school continue to emphasize 

individual and material success, a kind of alienation from 

the spiritual and the moral will result.  Schiele concludes 

that in this alienation, an individual’s worth and sense of 

self-become fragile and diminished, because the emphasis on 

materialism fosters a belief that human worth is equivalent 

to physical appearance, material wealth, prestigious 

schooling, and so forth (Schiele, 1990).  

The materialism of American culture creates 

difficulties for both adults and children in Congolese 

immigrant families.  To begin with, the parents feel great 

pressure to fulfill their children’s newfound and constant 

desire for more things.  Mbalo’s couple reported in a 

conversation during my home visit that their children’s 

values changed once they become acquainted with American 

culture.  Another parent, Safi, noted that his children 

soon wanted everything their American friends had: 

“Congolese children want to keep up with the American 



324 
 

 

children in school – [to] buy the latest dress, clothes or 

shoes.”  

The parents’ response to children’s demands caused 

tension within some families.  Sudila, a Congolese mother 

of five children complained that her children see what 

their American peers get, and they also “[want to get 

everything.” Sudila continued, “But we don’t have money for 

everything, and children do not understand that.  It’s 

difficult, you see!” This problem is exacerbated because it 

is so alien to how the parents grew up in Congo.  The same 

woman explained: 

Back home when we grew up, we used to get new 
clothes three times per year, at Christmastime, 
New Year Day and in June, on the Independence 
Day, because we used to have a big school parade 
on Independence Day during Mobutu regime.  … 
Today’s children are different; leurs yeux sont 
plus grands que leurs estomacs [their eyes are 
bigger that their stomachs]!  It’s hard to make 
them understand what we’re going through! 
(Interview, January 6, 2006). 
 
The experience of the Congolese parents and teens in 

my study is not uncommon.  For example, Waters study of 

West Indian immigrants showed a similar change in that 

community’s teens.  Waters found that the American consumer 

culture and the availability of so many new things made the 

immigrant teens to want more (Waters, 1999, p. 218).  In 
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fact, the teens in her study believed that part of 

“becoming American” included expecting parents to provide 

expensive consumer goods.  When the West Indian parents 

would not or could not deliver, these young people thought 

their parents were by refusing to support them in the 

“American way of life” that the parents themselves had led 

the children to expect.  

Materialism and individualism also put pressure on 

some adults in my study.  Far from their extended family 

left behind in Congo, they felt new freedom and also 

pressure to pursue and live an individualistic life.  

Participants complained about the loss of strong unity 

among uncles, aunts, brothers, and other relations that are 

necessary for child care and the transmission of family and 

social values.  In Africa, family sticks together, and 

family is not just a wife, husband and children; it 

includes uncles, aunts, brothers, sisters, cousins, 

nephews, nieces, grandparents, grandchildren, and even the 

dead. 

On the other hand, with extended family far away, 

Lusambo told me that, from time to time, he was tempted to 

acquire materials things to adjust to the American way of 
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life.  He tried buying a new expensive car and big screen 

TVs to impress people who visited his home.  This parent 

jokingly but wisely shared what he learned from this 

experience: “In America live as an American, but do not 

lose your head!” 

Mabiala pointed out that individualism came at the 

expense of family togetherness.  Although it was often hard 

for some parents to articulate how their family life was 

different, they were sure that a new sense of individualism 

was there.  Kisantu, who is the current chair of the 

Congolese Community Association pointed out that some 

Congolese do not show up to Congolese Association meetings, 

and they do not even attend social events within the 

Congolese community, such as graduation, marriage 

ceremonies, or gatherings to comfort those who have lost a 

family member back home.  He added that the American system 

and work schedules keep people separate.  

Mudishi and Beleta is a Congolese couple with three 

children of their own.  Although Mudishi and Beleta do not 

have sufficient money for their family, they however, have 

accepted to host a 19 year old girl Congolese girl who came 

to study in the U.S.  When I asked them why they have 
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decided to host this young Congolese in spite their 

financial struggles, Mudishi and Beleta were unanimous in 

their responses.  Mudishi declared with conviction in his 

voice: “In Congo people viewed education as a collective 

achievement, and use the result of education for the 

benefit of the extended family.  We help this girl so that 

she can go back and help our country some day.”  Mudishi’s 

couple intention is not personal benefit for them or for 

the Congolese girl, but for the Congolese community. 

Mudishi and his wife commented that education failure 

or success is shared among family and community members 

because, “I am what I am because of what others did for 

me.” Theologian and philosopher Mbiti (1986) expresses this 

idea better: “I am because we are, since we are, therefore 

I am.”  Ten Congolese participants in ten affirmed that 

they were able to go to school because of the contributions 

of not only their parents, but also because the extended 

families members’ assistance in the form of money, food, 

clothes, material supplies, moral and social support that 

made their schooling a success.  Baluba people have a 

saying that goes like this: ‘When one leads the way, the 

dew on the grass is finished.’ This means that when one 
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person in the extended family is educated and gets a good 

job, he or she can assist the other members of his or her 

extended family members.  Many Congolese believe that 

failure to do so may bring public shame, disgrace and even 

curse to the one who refuses to give back to the extended 

family. 

Strictness in respect to teachers and adults is 

another distinctiveness of Congolese schools.  Although 

children in my study agreed that Congolese schools were 

stricter than American schools in the application of 

respect and discipline, the parents in this study provided 

their own convincing experiences that respect in Congolese 

school was one of the cardinal values.  “Respect is a 

universal value, but in Congo respect is strict, 

intransigent, and not negotiable,” a Congolese male, 

Kilolo, also a teacher at Community College of Philadelphia 

said in a group interview. 

The Djibus have five children.  Three children were 

born in Africa and two were born in America.  The Djibu 

said that there is a big difference between their two 

children born in America and the three born in Africa.  

Safulaya, the mother explained the differences this way: 
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Our [two] children who were born here like to 
sleep too much.  We have to wake them up; they 
have alarm, they have everything in their rooms, 
but the two children born Africa they had 
nothing; we never woke them up, not even one day; 
before 6:00 am they were up; they were ready for 
school, every single day, and they enjoyed it.  
They loved school, but for those born here, it is 
very difficult.  You have to push, and tell them 
go to school; push them to do their home work.  
It has been a challenge for us to push our last 
two children not to be late…! There is a big 
difference (with emphasis) in terms of respect.   
In Congo students would listen to elders.  They 
would listen to the word of advice, for 
themselves and with respect but here children do 
not listen, this is the things we didn’t know 
back home (Home visit, November 28, 2006). 
 
Mudishi has three children in American public school 

He compared his children’s experience and his own schooling 

in Congo.  He reported discipline issue in American school 

is a challenge for parents who are trying to provide their 

children with a good education characterized by moral and 

social values such as politeness, obedience, collaboration, 

tolerance and cooperation.  Mudishi described his schools 

and stressed how teachers were respected, and how 

discipline was practiced.  Mudishi said:  

I attended St.  Mark Primary School (Ecole 
Primaire St.  Marc) in Kinshasa; it was an all 
boys’ primary school.  We referred to our 
teachers as ‘Tata Mulakisi…’ which means ‘Father 
Teacher so and so’.  Our teachers were really 
serious.  This means that a teacher was competent 
and had the authority to say no to the student; 
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and the child had to follow the teacher’s 
instructions.  Here in America it is quite 
different… I can say teachers cannot punch a 
student.   The teacher cannot rebuke a student; 
he or she cannot impose his or her authority on 
the child.  I find that to be a big problem! 
(Interview, December 22, 2006). 
 
In general Congolese teachers are respected and held 

in high esteem.  Sudila, a Congolese woman’ schooling 

experiences is worth mentioning in length because it 

reflects most of the other Congolese parents’ schooling 

experience.  As Sudila described her school buildings and 

the discipline in the school, one can see how Congolese 

believed in physical punishment as a way to discipline the 

children in school and at home.  During my home visits to 

Sudila’s home, she described her schools with happy and sad 

memories.  More importantly Sudila lamented that her 

schooling experience was different from that of her 

children.   She repeatedly indicated that when she was a 

child in Congo, discipline was very tough and strict, and 

pointed out that was treated as a parent.  Sudila 

explained: 

We had to respect our teachers and respect each 
other.  Whenever we saw a teacher walking by, we 
had to stand up, and we showed a lot of respect 
in many ways: we started the class by saying 
‘Jambo Baba Mwalimu’, or ‘Bonjour papa Maitre’, 
‘Good morning Father Teacher’.  The teacher held 



331 
 

 

a high social prestige in the community.  A 
teacher was like a father or a mother and a 
student was like his child.  I grew up in a small 
town that had maybe some 3, 000 people.  My 
elementary school walls were made of mud, and its 
roof was covered with grass.   My secondary 
school was not that big, it was made with bricks.  
I remember that in one class, we were 61; and in 
another one we were 52 students.  Most of my 
elementary school teachers were men.  In the 3rd 
grade, I had a woman teacher.  The rest were men.  
The one thing I still love and remember is 
‘recitation’.  This is a memorization of a poem 
or a text that we used to recite before the class 
in French.  My primary school teacher used to 
teach us all subjects by himself.  In elementary 
school, like in the 1st and 2nd grade, we were 
taught in Kiswahili, and then later on it was 
only French.  In elementary school I did the 
cleaning of the school yard, picking up the 
grass, used to go to teacher’s house, and clean 
his house.  If I did something wrong, or if I 
didn’t have, my teacher would punish me.  I would 
have to go to teacher’s house after school hours, 
and do some work for him like cutting grass, do 
some cleaning in his house or do things like 
that.  And when I moved to high school we had 
different teachers who came in the class in turn 
to teach us.  We were punched in elementary 
school and at home, not at high school, not much 
(Interview, January 8, 2007). 
 
Motivation to learn and perseverance was noted by some 

parents as some of the characteristics of Congolese 

students.  According to Djibu’s couple, another difference 

is that children born in Congo used to set time to study, 

they were self motivated.  Djibu said that in general the 

Congolese government used to help schools, but not much.  
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In his time, Djibu remembers that the student was 

responsible for his or her studies, and had to struggle to 

find means and ways to succeed in school.  Djibu observed: 

In America children can decide to get and 
education without much effort as Congolese 
children do, but some American children do not 
want to get educated.  They go to school just a 
few days a week.  Djibu deplored the fact that 
American children have too many opportunities, 
but they do not use them, while in Africa if you 
miss the opportunity, it’s lost forever. In 
America if a student doesn’t make progress, he or 
she can have another option.  There are more 
choices in America, for example, if you do not 
finish high school, you can take GED (General 
Examination Development) program.  In Africa 
children have just one opportunity; fortunately 
they love to go to school (Home visit, December 
18, 2006) 
 
Safi, a Congolese woman, looked at her two younger 

children who were doing their homework seated in the 

kitchen table and described another important fact that 

makes the difference between the Congolese and American 

school: 

Here in America I have 8 children living in my 
house, and 7 of them are going to school, mmhmm! 
My own children are five.  In Africa, life is 
very difficult… in Africa children work very 
hard.  They work in hard conditions to pursue 
their studies.  They walk several miles to go to 
school, and they don’t have much food.  Some of 
them eat some little bread, or eat once a day or 
do not eat at all, but still they go to school 
every day.  But they don’t complain and say uh, 
no…, actually they work hard after school.  They 
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have to come home and study and help their 
parents with family work.  They use small 
kerosene lamp or candles at night to study well.  
There is no TV; there is no electric light in the 
villages, except in cities and towns.  You see 
children have to focus on study and read books 
(Interview, January 8, 2007). 
 
Although many Congolese parents affirmed and 

appreciated that their teachers were stricter than American 

teachers, some parents reported that some Congolese 

teachers were abusive and authoritarians.  Beleta, 

Mudishi’s wife, also shared her opinion about teachers, and 

believes that some Congolese teachers misused the authority 

they are entrusted.  Beleta, a Congolese woman declared: 

“In Congo, a teacher is a ‘chief’, ‘Un chef’’.  He can 
do to the students whatever he thinks is good for them.  
This means that the teacher is the one who leads the class; 
he can punch a student; he is able to make you fail the 
exams without any good reason.  Parents don’t have enough 
power to challenge the teacher; when you’re in school 
you’re in the teacher’s hand…My teachers were very strict 
about discipline.  If for example a student beat another, 
or talked back to the teacher, the teacher would punish the 
student.  The most common punishment was punching.  The 
teacher used a ruler or a stick and hit the student on his 
or her buttocks, or the student’s hands, or the student was 
asked to put together his or her finger, and the teacher 
would hit hard on the fingers to the point that sometimes 
fingers were bruised and bleeding (Interview, December 22, 
2006). 

 
In a group discussion, Lusambo parent took the 

question seriously, and pointed out that what really makes 

the difference between American and Congolese school is the 
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degree to which children are given freedom.  This parent 

emphasized the fact that American children are free is the 

key to understanding the lack of respect and discipline in 

American school.  Lusambo said: 

What is really the difference between American 
school and Congolese school is that 
American children have too much freedom.  
Children here can stand up in the classroom; 
speak as they want in the classroom.  They can 
decide to obey the teacher or not.  And sometimes 
the teacher keeps quiet because he or she cannot 
punish a student.  The teacher can’t even spank 
them.  But in Africa, we were spanked by our 
teachers.  I think it was great! That is what 
made the students to obey in school and because 
you know if I got spanked in school, I did 
something wrong.  And if my parents heard about 
it, they will spank me more.  Basically, 
Congolese parents supported teachers.  They 
worked hand in hand with teachers, and then if I 
did something wrong and teacher spanked me, I 
when I went home, the other children would tell 
my parents at the home, and they would spank me 
again.  So spanking help students to show respect 
in home and respect in school.  In Congo we used 
to have a 30 minute “recreation”, recess time, 
and during the recess time when we used t go 
outside the classroom and play around.  We have a 
playground where the teachers would teach us 
traditional games.  In Congo, as students we 
stayed and played together in the community away 
from adult eyes. (Group Interview, January 25, 
2007).  

 
The idea that American children have too much freedom 

as compared to Congolese children was mentioned by all 

Congolese parents.  Safi, a Congolese woman, has some 
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appreciation of the American school and society.  However, 

Safi deplored the fact that children in this country are 

allowed to do everything they want.  Safi said in French, 

«Ici tout est la portée des enfants ! »  This means that 

here children are given access to everything.  Safi was 

referring to the fact that in American children have access 

to computer and the internet, and that children can easily 

and at will obtain all kinds of information.  Safi said 

that when she was a child, there was a limit in the 

acquisition of knowledge.  She pointed out that some kind 

knowledge was accessible to adults only.  Safi summed the 

difference between American and Congolese school values 

this way: 

We referred to our teacher as Monsieur le 
professeur, Mr. such and such, and never call 
them by their first names.  In my time in Congo 
school, discipline was more strict and severe 
than in America today.  Also we didn’t know the 
thing they call ‘boy friend and girl friend’.  
Safi said she is disappointed with some American 
students who talk back to their teachers, and 
disrespect them by name calling, and even going 
as far as beating them.  “Children are allowed to 
do what they want; they have everything at their 
reach, “Ici tout est la portée des enfants,” Safi 
observed with disgust in her voice.  Another 
difference between American and Congolese school 
is that in American school, students are not 
excluded from school any more, and students do 
not repeat class.  In many American schools, 
students do not fail ….  Safi observed with 
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disappointment that American students’ 
relationship with their teachers is characterized 
by familiarity as he quotes a French saying that 
says, ‘La familiarité engendre le mépris.’ This 
means Familiarity bread discontent. (Home visit, 
November 28, 2006). 
 
Safulaya who was a teacher at kindergarten in Congo 

said that in Congo, many parents considered school the 

continuation of the home, and thus both the school and the 

home taught the same values.  During one of my visits to 

the Djibu’s, Safulaya told me how she grew up, and how she 

was punished in school and in her family for the same 

misbehavior.  She said: “When I was a child, and if I 

didn’t obey the teacher, for example, I’d be punished in 

school, and parents in many cases would punish me the 

second time at home.”  Her husband, Djibu, who was also a 

teacher in Congo, looked straight at me and added: “Parents 

said that this reinforced the teachers’ authority, and 

taught the children to respect the teachers the same way 

they respect their parents.” 

In separate interviews I conducted with each of them 

they reported that in Congo students are supposed to be 

quiet except when asked to speak.  Mutubile came to America 

when he was 16 year-old.  Mutubile said he was upset when 

he first entered American school and found out that in 
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American students speak what they feel, and some dare to 

talk back to their teachers.  In a one on one interview, 

Mubwangolo and Bilonda also unanimously agreed that back 

home teachers are stricter, but in the U.S. the atmosphere 

is totally different, more relaxed, and informal.  They 

reported that from time to time Congolese teachers could 

hit students across the hand with a ruler if they 

misbehaved, whereas in America the teacher “reaches out” 

and tries to help the child.  In their respective homes, 

and Bolamba, a Congolese boy, noted in different interviews 

that teachers in Africa have more authority than American 

teachers. 

Safulaya, a Congolese mother recalls her experience 

this way: 

In primary school teachers taught us how to be a 
responsible person, and taught us how to know to 
say “I was wrong!”  In school teachers used to 
use a fresh stick “fimbo” and beat us, ‘swat! 
Swat! Swat! Swat! Teachers used to gave a couple 
of blows, and the boy or the girl was screaming.  
That was the way discipline was applied (Laugh!) 
Here in America they would say whipping a child 
is ‘child abuse (Interview, December 31, 06).  
 
Safulaya protested with conviction in her voice: 

“That’s not child abuse at all.”  Back home teachers and 

family member’s used to team up, and they used to take the 
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“fimbo” and to discipline us when we were not behaving 

well.”  Safulaya went on and said in Congo teachers would 

invite the student’s parents to school, and report on the 

bad behavior.  Safulaya was very much interested in the 

topic about discipline, that her voice was serious as she 

stopped slicing sweet potatoes she was preparing for 

supper.  She vigorously declared: 

In most cases, parents would give the same 
punishment to reinforce the teacher’s discipline 
and authority.  In the U.S. school also invite 
parents to come to school, or just call parents 
and report on the child’s behavior.  However, the 
American school handles lightly discipline issues 
and don’t show rigor and consistence.  But in 
Congo, no matter how small is a discipline issue, 
teachers and parents take the matter seriously 
because an offense is an offense “une offense 
c’est une offense”.  In Africa, when a student is 
punished in school, n his or her parents give the 
same punishment again (vous avez une punition 
double).  However, I knew other teachers who were 
mean or jealous.  But there were others parents 
who took their responsibility seriously and went 
to school and tried to understand both sides of 
the stories.  It is only after talking to the 
teacher that some parents would decide whether to 
punish the child or not.  Most of the time, 
parents gave the child the same punishment he or 
she had received in school.  Parents felt that it 
was a disgrace for their child to misbehave in 
school, and thus spoil the family reputation 
(Interview January 11, 2006). 
 
Another important difference in value between American 

and Congolese school is the way school is disconnected or 
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connected to the community where it is established.  The 

majority of Congolese parents pointed out that their 

schools in Congo were connected to the community.  Mudishi 

commented that American school is disconnected to the 

community because the members of the community are 

themselves disconnected from each other.  Mudishi believed 

that is different between Congo and American about how 

members of a community are connected: 

There is a big difference… Back home in Africa, 
in Congo, we have the concept of extended family.  
Thus, the child of my uncle is my brother.  My 
cousin is my brother; my aunt is my mother; my 
neighbor is like my brother…but here we are 
limited by the four corners of the house, that is 
to say that a family here means me, my wife and 
my children, that’s all period.  But back home 
that is not the case (Home visit, November 24, 
2006).  
 
Another difference between American and Congolese 
value is how members of one community take 
responsibility to teach children how to become a 
good person who can show politeness in all 
circumstances.  Politeness is taught in the 
family in Africa and reinforced by the community.  
Community members would teach the child to 
respect adults, to respect everyone, the elders, 
to respect even those who are not your relatives.  
Also adults have the right to discipline all the 
children and youth.  In Africa even when parents 
are away there is always someone to help and 
teach the child to show respect to others.  As 
far as solidarity is concerned, I would say that 
in Congo in particular, people are solitary.  
People in Congo can give until they do not have 
anything left.  But here, people would give you 
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things they don’t need, good for the trash, they 
give you the leftovers (ici, ils donnent ce qui 
doit aller à la poubelle, ce qui reste).  But back 
home in Africa, people give the best, ‘c’est le 
‘best’ que l’on donne.’(Home visit, November 30, 
2006). 
 
Mudisghi wife, Beleta agreed with her husband, and 

deplored the way school issues are left to school, and 

community issues are left to community instead of the two 

institutions to work together.  Beleta hopelessly lamented: 

“One of the African values I don’t see much here is 

solidarity and connection between people.  But in here, you 

have your own business, and people say ‘mind your own 

business… There is no solidarity here.” 

Examining the difference between American and African 

schools, parents also looked at the way school is 

structured (See Education in Congo Today).  Parents 

mentioned another difference found in the way school exams 

or test scores were announced.  During the group interview 

Safi reported that back home students’ exam results were 

publicly proclaimed in the presence of parents and 

community members.  Safi said students were ranked 

according to academic achievement, the top students being 

the ones with the highest percentage.  The proclamation of 

students’ exam results in public has a profound effect on 
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the student and the community.  First it stimulates 

students to do better and get public appreciation that also 

is extended to the student extended family or clan.  Safi 

described how the end of the school year results was 

celebrated in her time.  Safi declared: 

Parents or family members used to carry their son 
or daughter who was one of the top five of the 
class.  Each of the top five students was known 
to be a smart child and also a polite and 
respectful child.  Some parents used to transport 
their child in ‘tipoy’, a type of chair that 
resembles a sofa attached to two rounded pieces 
of wood carried by four men, two in the front and 
two in the back.  Songs and dances accompanied 
the laureates from the school to his or her 
parents’ home.  Then, a party was held in the 
honor of the family.  Neighbors and pass by were 
welcomed to eat and drink.  Depending on the 
family social rank and revenue, the party would 
last from few hours to several days especially 
when the child has finished primary, secondary or 
college studies (Home visit, November 29, 2006). 
 
Kinsantu, a high school teacher, noted that high 

school students in America change classrooms, whereas 

students in Congo stayed in one classroom and the teachers 

move.  He also said: “Student bodies or committees in Congo 

are most of the time 100% Congolese, whereas in the U.S.  

there are many ethnic groups represented in student body.”  
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Another thing I found difficult here was to keep eye 

contact, Beleta observed.  She continued in a conversation 

in her house as her children were listening, and said:  

Back home in Africa, when you speak to an elder 
or your boss you are not supposed to look him or 
her in his or her eyes (tu ne peux pas le fixer 
le regard).  But here when I spoke with someone, 
and avoided eye contact (les yeux baisses), he 
said to me: “Look at me”.  Here you have to keep 
eye contact (tu dois lui fixer le regard).  
Trully, it took time for me to keep eye contact 
with my supervisors.  Back home, if you 
continually look someone into his or her eyes, 
people will say that you’re a witch, a sorcerer 
(laugh, hé hé!).  They will say that you don’t 
show respect to people.  But here the rule is to 
keep eye contact (Home visit, November, 12, 
2006).). 
 
In another conversation, Beleta said that another 

thing that offended was how people reacted when I referred 

to them as « Mrs. X ».  Beleta reported her experience as 

one American woman angrily responded:  “Call me Mary”.  

Beleta continued:  

“When I call someone ‘Sir’ or ‘Mrs. so and so’ or 
‘Miss so and so’, she thinks that you take her 
for an older woman.  They will insist: “Call me 
Mary.”  I used to refer to adult men as Uncle X, 
out of respect.  But I got a response such as: 
“Since when I became your uncle?” (Laugh!) Call 
me Paul, one man said.  They do not want to be 
referred by the title of respect we used in 
Congo, Uncle, Aunt, but they prefer to be 
referred by their first names (…ils veulent être 
appelés par leur prénoms).  I was also offended 
by the way some of them responded when you talk 
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to them.  They said: ‘what!’  When someone 
responded to me with ‘what’, I felt that that was 
not respectful, and I just said: “Never mind, 
because I thought he or she was angry or 
frustrate!” (Home visit, November 22, 2006). 
 
In addition, attitudes toward work and education 

emerged as the main subjects of discussion in regard to 

similarity and difference.  Almost all participants in this 

study agreed that “Americans work harder than Congolese.  

Mudishi and Djibu said that Americans are harder workers 

because here they like to work, and give over more time to 

work.  However, Djibu commented that Americans spend their 

earnings differently than Congolese would.  Americans 

satisfy material and individualistic desires such as going 

on vacation or purchasing cars, and put the rest of their 

money into personal savings or savings for retirement.  In 

contrast, the majority of participants declared that they 

use their earnings for community purposes, and they share 

their money with family members in Congo.  In an interview 

I her family, Sudila said that they invest in children 

rather than in their own retirement.  “Children are our 

social security,” one woman explained. 

Safulaya and Djibu reported about the difficulties 

they face in finding a job.  They recognized that racial 
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discrimination plays a big role in finding work.  “Racism 

[is] very, very apparent” noted Djibu.  Mbalo said that he 

sent his resume to several companies and received many 

positive responses that cited his “outstanding resume.” 

Unfortunately, he continued, their responses changed “when 

I showed up for interviews.” He explained that, “the 

interviewers looked less interested when he or she saw a 

black face.” 

Mudishi reported that he found the one way education 

abnormal, because back home it is not good to abandon your 

father in some place, like the nursing home, where other 

people take care of your parents.  That’s a curse! I don’t 

know.  Mudishi declared:  

We Africans, things like that it is hard to do, 
to abandon your parents in the hands of other 
people at the nursing home.  It’s really 
difficult to imagine that.  Back home it is the 
children who have to take care of their parents.  
And it is an honor to take care of your parents 
when they get old, lead them to their last place, 
and hold an honorable funeral for them (Home 
visit field notes, November 12, 2006). 
 
Parents were disappointed because although they work 

hard, they do not see where the money is going.  “All the 

money we make here comes and disappears like salt in a 

casserole, because of sharing and too many bills to pay and 
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things to buy,” Beleta observed.  Djibu, another parent, 

contrasted his Congolese life in the village and life in 

the U.S, and summed up how most of the Congolese feel about 

work and money in American culture: “Money becomes the 

measure of everything.” 

In the group interview, Lusambo and his wife Nsimire 

said they are happy because their children are growing up 

in America, and will value work, and will themselves become 

hard workers.  However, these parents said they also were 

concerned that the children might also adopt the American 

emphasis on the individualistic use of hard work and 

education.  These parents reported that they made a daily 

effort to raise well-educated, hard working children who 

will give back to America and Congo.  

Kilolo, a Congolese parent said in a group discussion.  

But he also said: “We’d have difficulties to communicate 

between Congolese and the world if we didn’t study French 

in school.”  Mudishi, and Matalatala, two Congolese male 

agreed with him, but another Congolese male, Djibu, 

disagreed that French should not be imposed but learnt as 

we learn other Congolese languages by interacting with 

members of neighboring ethnic groups.” 
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Kisantu, reported in a group interview that one of the 

weaknesses of Congolese education is the lack of emphasis 

on independent work; but its strength is the emphasis on 

sharing and collaboration.  Recalling the time she was in a 

school located in a small town in Congo, Sudila, a 

Congolese mother, said during my visit in her family:  

“School and the community were connected.”  

In an interview in her house, Maya, a Congolese woman, 

deplored the lack of a holistic education in the U.S.  She 

said: “School should emphasized discipline, senses of 

responsibility as well as book knowledge as it used to be 

in my time in Zaire (Congo).”   

In a group discussion, one Congolese male pointed out 

that when he was in school “Students showed respect and 

obedience in all circumstances.”  Three male participants 

in the group interview agreed with him, nodding their 

heads.  Bilonda, a 17 year old girl in K-11 compared her 

American and Congolese teachers and said in an interview: 

“Some American teachers are very good, and they will do 

everything to help you get good grades.”  

But, I must say that they learn difficult 
subjects.  For example, I try to help our son who 
is in 6th grade with his homework or projects; it 
is difficult for me.  I don’t understand 
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everything because I have don’t have the mastery 
of English (Home Interview, December 2, 2006). 

 
Another importance in value is the way American 

children are prone to waste things and food.  Djibu, a 

Congolese male, complained in his house while he was 

describing his challenges as a parent in the U.S.  He 

complained that children in America do not have the same 

appreciation of food and things as children do in Africa.  

He lamented about the waste of food on campus, at home and 

concluded that America is characterized by the culture of 

waste: 

My food experience started in Stanton Island, on 
the campus cafeteria.  I was amazed and impressed 
with the abundance of food.  We used to eat on 
the campus cafeteria, they gave us a lot of food, 
and we couldn’t finish it; they threw it away.  A 
lot of food was wasted… the waste of food, that 
is amazing, I said really… and you pay a lot of 
money, $600 a week for food, and we throw the 
food away, (makes a noise to express his 
disappointment about a culture of waste, tse!), 
not good, and then our children, too, they may 
decide to eat what we cook or eat something else, 
or not to eat.  My wife says that there is 
abundance in America.  There is food everywhere… 
that does not mean that there is always food in 
the kitchen… because we have to buy it; …We say 
to our children if you were in Africa you don’t 
play with food your mother cooks.  If you’re late 
to come to diner, someone else will come and will 
be given the food… In Africa food is appreciated.  
But here they play with food even though it cost 
us parents a lot of money, the abundance of food 
in America does not necessary means that all 
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families have a lot of food, no....There is too 
much waste of things, waste of food, paper… many 
things! This is a culture of waste! (Home visit 
notes, December 5, 2006).  

 
Congolese Parents’ Educational Expectations 

Research Question: Parents were asked, “What are your 

expectations about your children with respect to academic, 

moral and social values?”  In their response Congolese 

parents indicated that they expected their children to 

receive an education that addresses their children’s 

personal and collective goals and needs.  Parents also 

emphasized that they expect American school to prepare 

their children for immediate and future goals.  Home visit 

conversations, individual and group interviews with 

Congolese parents revealed that for these parents education 

 

 
 

Table 10.  American School Values 
 
 
American School Values Fam.1 Fam.2 Fam.3 Fam.4 Fam.5
 
 
“America education puts too 
much emphasis on academic book 
knowledge and test score 
results.” 
 

    X 
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American education places 
emphasis on independent work  
and competition. 
 

X  X X  

“America schools are 
disconnected from our 
community.” 
 

 X  X X 

American schools are 
characterized by “individualism 
and materialism.” 
 

X X X X X 

“Children have too much 
freedom.” 
“Children have everything at 
their reach.” 
 

 X X X X 

“In American School children do 
not fail; they do not repeat 
their classes.” 
 

  X  X 

“The amount of time spent to do 
homework in America is sometimes 
too much."   
 

 X X   

Daily home work is good for our 
children. 
 

X   X X 

"Sometime children do not have 
time to play because they have 
to do their homework.” 
 

 X X   

1: Maya Family; 2: Djibu Family; 3: Mudishi Family; 4:Mbalo 
Family; 5: Kilolo Family. 
 

Table 11.  Congolese School Values 
 
 
Congolese School Values 
 

Fam.1 Fam.2 Fam.3 Fam.4 Fam.5 

 
 
“Holistic education emphasizing, 
respect, discipline, and the senses 
of responsibility.” 
 

X X X X X 
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“Community connected” 
 

X X X X X 

“Emphasis on sharing and 
collaboration.” 
 

X X X X X 

“Students have to show respect and 
obedience in all circumstances”  
 

X X X X X 

“Respect is a universal value, but 
in Congo respect is strict, 
intransigent, and not negotiable.”  
 

 X    

School teach book knowledge without 
teaching student the ability to ask 
questions. 
 

X X    

“Curriculum is designed following 
Belgian/French template: sometimes 
teaches irrelevant knowledge to 
local realities,” 
 

 X X   

“Discipline in school was strict.  
We referred to our teacher as 
‘Monsieur le professeur’ or 
‘father’.” 
 

X X X X X 

1: Maya Family; 2: Djibu Family; 3: Mudishi Family; 4:Mbalo Family; 5: 
Kilolo Family. 
 
 
is not only the acquisition of academic knowledge such as 

mathematics, language, sciences, but also the transmission 

of moral and social values.  Congolese parents said they 

expected the school to teach obedience, politeness, 

honesty, courage, solidarity, cooperation and all it takes 

to prepare a child for a better life.  Djibu and his wife 

Safulaya have a clear definition of education and clearly 

understand the objectives of their children’s education. 

These parents believe that education will prepare the child 
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to help himself or herself, and also to assist extended 

family members.  They declared: 

Our expectation when we send children to school 
is to prepare their future in two ways.  First, 
we make a choice that we want our children to be 
responsible for their lives some day.  Second, we 
help them avoid problem illiterate people face.  
We send our children to school so that the 
children become responsible for themselves and 
for the extended family and the community (Home 
interview, December 13, 06). 
 
Other Congolese parents underlined the fact that 

education should be holistic in nature comprising the 

family teaching about social, moral and spiritual values as 

well as the academic knowledge provided by the school.  In 

a group interview Nsimire, a Congolese mother in her middle 

forties declared:  

School should teach our children the ‘the outside 
school knowledge’…How do they deal with the world 
out there? The school is not worried about moral 
behavior.  Education should prepare world 
citizens; instill moral and social values.  We 
want our children to take over and become 
somebody (Group interview, January 25, 2007). 
 
In the group interview, Lusambo pointed that the 

benefits of education today should go beyond personal and 

extended family members.  It should aim at preparing 

children to live anywhere in the world.  This is possible 

only if children are taught to know them themselves, and 
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know the other and also be prepared to respect other people 

values and cultures. 

Mudishi and his wife Beleta’s expectations included 

immediate and future goals.  These parents believe that 

school teaching should be completed by home teaching.  They 

also said that school values may contradict family values, 

and it is the responsibility of parents to help their 

children to be selective in their learning process.  Beleta 

expressed her expectation this way: 

My expectation by sending my children to school, 
frankly with all my heart, is to see them back in 
the evening.  I am really happy to see them again 
when they return from school.  And I ask them how 
was school; and when they say it was good, and to 
see them in good health, it makes me really 
happy, because, school here is …school has all 
kinds of things, everything! There is everything, 
school here is the place where most crimes are 
committed.  In school children learn good thing 
and bad things…However what our children learn in 
school is sometimes contrary to our family 
values, when they come home, they also receive 
our teaching, our moral based on the Bible and 
our African culture.  We tell them that this is 
good, and that is bad, you should avoid it even 
when you hear it from your teachers.  It might be 
good for them, but for us it is not good.  We 
tell our children that all that they learn in 
school is not acceptable in our family and 
culture (Home visit field notes, November 29, 
2006). 

 
 Congolese parents set high expectations about the 

education of their children.  In setting expectations about 
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the education on their children, Congolese parents’ point 

of reference was the best of their Congolese values and 

also the best of American cultures.  Congolese parents were 

torn between the two worlds of America and Africa.  The 

majority of Congolese parents valued their home culture 

that emphasizes respect for people and life, communal life, 

patience, and solidarity.  But at the same time they valued 

to some degree the American spirit of independent work, the 

sense of organization, and technology.  It was apparent in 

all my meeting with Congolese families that parents knew 

the weaknesses and strengths of the two world of the U.S.  

and Congo, and all expected that their children will get 

the best of each world. 

Congolese immigrant parents were willing to evaluate 

the result and impact of their children education in 

America school.  They reported some areas of 

dissatisfaction and satisfaction.  I will discuss some 

dissatisfaction first, and then I will examine some 

satisfaction.  

The Kilolo couple shared with me in an interview that 

they were unhappy that “Residence … restrictions limit 

school choice.”  Kilolo, who teaches at the Community 
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College of Philadelphia pointed out that the vast majority 

of Congolese immigrants begin American life in poor 

neighborhoods this means that Congolese children will 

likely have more exposure to the poor neighborhood schools 

that are not well equipped and that do not attract and 

maintain high quality teachers.  The policy in American 

public school is to attend the school of your county.  

Given that American public schools are financially 

supported by tax payers, the majority of better schools are 

beyond the residence area where many Congolese first settle 

when they come to America.  “Many immigrants to the United 

States, including Congolese,” Kilolo said, “believe that a 

better education is the path to upward mobility for their 

children.  Thus, living in poor neighborhoods was seen as 

an obstacle to improving the socio-economic status of the 

Congolese children.”  During a group interview, Nsimire, 

admission of students in a public school based on his or 

her residence area, a Congolese woman, described the way 

structural economy keeps and perpetuates poverty: 

Back home a child from a slum area can go to the best 
school in town because the parents are willing to 
sacrifice and the child is bright, and they take their 
kid there [to the school of their choice], but here it 
is … almost impossible.  [Only when] you are able to 
afford the high rents in those expensive areas do 
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[your kids] go to those [better] schools.  I find that 
to be a way of using economics to shut out kids who 
are bright and motivated and whose parents are ready 
to sacrifice to get their kids the best education.  So 
to me, that’s a structural restriction that I [am] 
very uncomfortable with, because I know that back 
home, that’s how we broke out of poverty cycle.  
Because parents sacrificed and their kids went to the 
best schools… but you don’t have that here (Group 
interview, January 25, 2007). 
 
Another area of dissatisfaction came up when I asked 

parents about communication between school and home.  Two 

families in five told me they were dissatisfied with the 

lack of collaboration between some schools and families.  

“School should maintain direct and constant communication 

with parents,” the Mbalo couple said.  This couple said 

that here in the United States “School have no 

understanding of the uniqueness of each child; [this] 

understanding … is essential” to identify and meet the 

special needs of the child.  Another parent, Safi, 

complained that schools are not supportive enough of 

parental efforts to raise children well.  “School should be 

more supportive [instead of] just being dismissive [of 

parental input].”  

In their home, Mbalo and his wife complained t that 

one of their children was not treated fairly following a 

verbal attack done to the child by an American boy.  Their 
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son received blame, but the American boy was not blamed at 

all, and he didn’t even apologize for the wrong he did to 

our son.  The Mbalo’s couple indicated that “Schools should 

be really responsive, and… education should train young 

people [for] their future responsibility, and 

responsibility for their behavior.”  

The lack of holistic education in American school was 

mentioned by all five Congolese families as an area of 

disappointment  During a group discussion, and during my 

visits to participants families, all Congolese parents 

complained about the lack of the holistic education in 

American schools; to them academic success alone were not 

enough.  For example, Safi, a Congolese mother, told me 

several times in their respective home that they believed 

that schools here do not teach children moral and social 

values, such as politeness, collaboration, and 

interdependence.  

Beleta, a mother of three children in American public 

school, pointed out how these lessons went beyond typical 

American classroom activities.  She said, “Back home we 

used to have gym and manual work as part of school schedule 

almost every day that helps children grow.”  It is good to 



357 
 

 

remember that Congolese parents attended schools 

characterized by European model that aimed at educating the 

body and the mind at the same time, ‘éduquer un corps sain 

dans un esprit sain.”  This European holistic concept is in 

harmony with the African traditional education that 

provided a balanced instruction for the development of the 

body and the mind and the spirit.  According to Nsimire, 

Lusambo and Matalatala if the moral and social aspect of 

education were not instilled, the education of their 

children was not complete.  Mudishi and his wife Beleta 

indicated that they made it a regular task to ask their 

children what kinds of things they have learnt in school.  

This couple told me that children are children, you have to 

push them to follow good direction given the fact that 

schools sometimes teaches things that are opposed to our 

family and home values.  Mudishi, a Congolese mal e 

explained: 

When they [our children] return from school, I have to 
ask them: how was school? What did you study?  By 
asking these types of questions we can find out what 
is good, and we reinforce it, and also found out what 
is contrary to our values and we discourage them to 
follow it.  We tell them: don’t put these things in 
your head because they will destroy your life. (Home 
visits, October 29, 2006).  

 
Disappointment 



358 
 

 

Some Congolese parents reported that their dream of 

making a better life in the United States did not come 

true.  For example, Djibu, a Congolese parent who holds a 

U.S. Ph.D. degree in Theology has never secured an 

employment.  In a conversation in his house, Djibu 

indicated that he did not get what he expected.  Djibu 

explained: 

I got my first  job in Atlantic City working a full 
year in the Family Learning Center with clients, but I 
didn’t get paid, you see!… working in America and not 
get paid (laugh!); that is worse than working in 
Africa.  Then, I worked as security guard for almost 
ten years.  I made some money, but it was not enough.  
I went on looking for a job but what happened is that 
I didn’t get any, and I became very confused with the 
ups and downs.  This is why my family developed our 
family flea market business in which we spend almost 
ten hours per day.  I should be involved in the church 
ministry of counseling, but I didn’t get any 
employment in the churches.  To do counseling outside 
the churches I need a state counseling license, 
unfortunately I didn’t pursue the state license 
because of the idea of going back home.  I always said 
I am going home, but it’s not easy; it’s easy to say 
than to go.  I’ve a bad work experience in America! In 
Africa in the villages (not in towns) I didn’t have 
all this confusion, I didn’t depend on companies to 
get work, and my destiny was in my own hands; I was my 
own boss.  In the village in Congo, you know, the 
government will not care about you, and you know 
nobody will fire you.  If you’re poor you’re poor 
because you don’t want to work.  But if you’re very 
poor you’ll have someone from the family around you to 
help you (Home visit field notes October 21, 2006). 
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All Congolese parents in this study said they have been 

thinking of returning to Africa, but even the idea of going 

back created a dilemma for participants.  This dilemma and 

disappointment of the majority of Congolese immigrants can 

be summarized by what Matalatala, one of the parents, told 

me in a group interview: 

I came here some twenty years ago.  From the 
first days of my arrival, I felt I was thrown on 
[my] own.  I had to go to school.  I had to find 
a job and I had to pay bills, and even though I 
work, the salary did not meet all the living 
expenses.  It’s just such a different life, a 
great disappointment! I’ve been always thinking 
about going back home.  It’s very difficult 
though to really decide to go back.  It’s easier 
to think about it and to say, “I am going back,” 
than to really go back.  But I have thought about 
it over and over, but I know I am not going to go 
back right now.  One day surely I’ll go when my 
children are grown and finished school” (Group 
interview, January 25, 2007). 
 
Lusambo, a Congolese man in his sixties eloquently 

explained in a group discussion why his dream did not come 

true: 

Life in America is challenging; it changed my 
expectations about material comfort and about 
ways of looking at things and life.  When I came 
here, the intention was to work few years, get 
enough money and then go back home and begin my 
own business.  But it just doesn’t happen.  When 
you get here you realize that it is different.  
The longer one remains, the more it is difficult 
to go back, because after a while you get used to 
American life style.  You see… there are a lot 



360 
 

 

[more] opportunities here than back home, 
although it could be difficult and frustrating to 
be here.  Back home I was a general Secretary in 
my church organizations.  Everybody respected me.  
I had the organization car.  My hair was all 
black.  But after 18 years in America, what can I 
bring if I go back home now? People will say, 
‘oh, look, he is from America, but he has 
nothing!’ That [would be] a shame [on] me and my 
extended family! But I am not saying my life here 
is all a failure.  No, no; some aspects are a 
success, like [my] children going to good 
schools, [and] getting exposed to … the cultures 
of the whole world.  You see, that is something I 
gain; [my] children’s future! (Group interview, 
January 25, 2007). 
 
When asked if they were satisfied with the American 

education, the majority of parents especially women, 

reported that children get a very good academic education 

here.  Four women in five indicated that their children 

were learning more and more things than they would at 

school in Congo.  For example, Sudila, a Congolese mother, 

explained that she expected her children to attend school 

in better condition that she did.  Sudila described her 

satisfaction as her expectations were met: 

American schools have advanced technology, 
laboratories, computer programs, books, school 
supplies, transportation, [and] free lunch.  
[These are] not [available] in Congo anymore.” 
Providing lunch in school is good because 
“sometimes we don’t have time to make breakfast 
for the kids… I’m happy that my children take 
public transportation [to school] free of charge.   
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Ten parents in ten expected the school to prepare their 

children to become hard worker.  All Congolese parents told 

me that the American school and society prepare the 

children to become hard workers.  Beleta declared to me 

during a conversation in their house while they were 

watching their children doing their home work.  As a parent 

she was satisfied the way the American school here makes 

children work even at home.  She said that she was 

satisfied when she saw her children come from school with 

home work or projects and the way the American school 

teaches children to begin to do research.  Beleta 

explained: 

I am often happily surprised how many things my 
children know and can do.  I am fully satisfied 
with the academic aspects here… I’m satisfied 
with the academics; children here receive an 
advanced academic knowledge.  I am satisfied with 
the level of knowledge’ displayed in math, 
English and computer skills.  My children begin 
to learn when they are still young, and they 
learn a lot of things. (Home Interview, December 
8, 2006). 
 
Mudishi said after analyzing the strengths and 

weaknesses of his children’s school:  

“But on social and moral behavior I am not 
satisfied 100 %, maybe I’m satisfied 30% or 40 % 
because here teachers accept everything, they say 
there is no wrong answer, except in math and 
English.  The implication of such way of looking 
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at things may teach the children to believe that 
in life there is no wrong thing.” I am not fully 
satisfied, because of the lack of moral and 
discipline.  But, as parent I do my part to give 
what the school cannot give to our children.  I 
can say that here in America school does not give 
education to our children, school here gives book 
knowledge.  School here sometimes teaches things 
that are opposed to our values.  For example, 
school tells children to call 911 (9-1-1) in case 
parents punch them.  As a father, I am there to 
encourage and help the child.  Computer lessons 
and other academics, all that is very good, but 
education in its broader sense does not exist in 
my children’s schools.  I’m a pastor.  I can say 
that without the fear of God one cannot 
completely become educated; one may have a 
degree, but if he or she does not respect other 
people, he or she is not educated.  He or she is 
violent to them (Interview, December 22, 2006). 
 
Maya said she is “completely satisfied” with her 

children’ education in America, because the boys listened 

to their parents, graduated from good universities, and 

brought them great happiness.  At the end of our interview,  

Maya proclaimed, “It is a joy for a parent to see her 

child succeed in life.  When time will come for me to die, 

I will not worry about my children, because I know they’re 

all settled.”  

Factors that can Affect Congolese Immigrant’s 
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Children’s School Success 

 In the eye of Congolese immigrant parents “education 

success” does not mean the same thing as the American 

schools that their children attend.  A successful education 

includes the moral, social and academic aspects as shown in 

Table 12, called Level of Congolese Parents’ Satisfaction 

with the Educational Success of their Children, the 

Congolese immigrant students’ success in American school.  

(Also see Appendix E, Figure 1 Factors that can Affect 

Congolese Immigrants’ School Success). 

Congolese Families’ ‘Assimilation’ or ‘Accommodation 

without Assimilation’ 

 Are Congolese immigrants “assimilated” to the American 

culture in the same way the first wave of European 

immigrants were?  Do they show political loyalty and become 

patriotic citizens of America?  Do Congolese immigrants 

love their new country the way European immigrants to the 

United States did?  Are Congolese immigrants in this study 

Americanized?  In order to describe the assimilation  

Table 12. Level of Congolese Parents’ Satisfaction with the 
  Educational Success of their Children 
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No. Students’ Academic 
Performance (Math, 
Language Art, 
Computer skills, 
Geography, Social 
studies, Etc.) 
 

Parents’ 
Expectations with 
Regard to African 
Values 

Parents’ Level of 
Satisfaction/ 
Dissatisfaction 

 
1 A Matches parents’ 

expectations 
Full satisfaction 

2 A Does not match 
parents’ expect 

Satisfaction/Dissat
isfaction 

3 F Matches parents’ 
expectations 

Satisfaction/Dissat
isfaction 

4 F Does not match 
parents’ 
expectations 

Dissatisfaction 

 
 

1. When a Congolese student gets good grades in schools 
in academic subjects, and fulfills parents’ moral and 
social expectations, then parents are fully satisfied. 
 

2. When a Congolese student gets good grades in school in 
academic subjects, but does not fulfill parents’ moral 
and social expectations, parents are dissatisfied. 
 

3. When a Congolese student fails in academic subjects, 
but meets parent’s moral and social expectations, parents 
are dissatisfied. 
 

4. When Congolese student fails in academic subjects, and 
does not fulfill parent’s expectations, parents are 
dissatisfied. 
 

problems encountered by the Congolese immigrants and to 

establish relationships between their cultural 

characteristics, and social and cultural assimilation in 

the U.S, two questionnaires were developed to measure the 
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degree of cultural and social assimilation.  The cultural 

assimilation questionnaire was comprised of items that were 

intended to measure the degree to which participants favor 

American culture traits such as language, food, music, 

dress, etc.  The social assimilation questionnaire, 

intended to measure the degree to which participants 

associate themselves with Americans on primary group level 

in social organizations(APPENDIX D: Interview Protocol 

Form, PART III: Survey & Interview Questionnaire for the 

Parents).  It is necessary to remember that cultural 

assimilation refers to the adoption and use of the main 

stream language, food, values and culture.  Social 

assimilation refers to the voluntary adherence to social 

structures such as clubs, churches, political affiliations, 

sports membership, etc.  

Parents were asked if they have adopted or acquired 

American citizenship, and what their feelings are in regard 

to being Americanized.  Although four out of five Congolese 

immigrant families said they hold green cards, they also 

stated that they feel more Congolese than American (Table 

13.  Congolese Immigrants' Legal Status in the U.S.).  The 

results of this study show that Congolese keep a strong 
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emotional and psychological tie to their country of origin.  

In my conversation with Congolese parents, they pointed out 

that the attachment to their country of origin does not 

diminish their civic participation in the United States.  

Kisantu, the current president of the Congolese 

American Association in Philadelphia said in the group 

interview that some Congolese-Americans feel more Congolese 

than American.  Kisantu pointed out that in addition to 

being identified as African, Congolese immigrants 

identified themselves and each other not only by 

nationality, but also by ethnic, and linguistic or regional 

groups.  Talking about himself, Kisantu said he has 

multiple identities in addition to the fact that he is 

American.  Kisantu explained:  

For example, while I feel a strong connection 
with all other Congolese immigrants, I also 
recognize an even closer bond with those 
Congolese who come from the same ethnic group or 
the same province.  I identify myself as Mukongo 
[from former Kongo kingdom and speak Kikongo]; I 
also form a smaller intimate group comprising 
people who speak Mpende, my native language.  We 
sing traditional songs, we dance traditional 
dance when one of us host a ceremony such as 
birth, graduation and other ceremonies…you see, 
I’m Congolese, I am Mukongo, I’m Mpende, I am 
African…also I am American, you see (Group 
Interview, January, 2007). 
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This quadruple way of identification by Congolese 

immigrants differs from the way African Americans identify 

themselves and with each other.  All Congolese parents 

reported the same way of identification as Kisantu 

described.  They all feel proud about having multiple 

identities.  Mabiala and Maya told me in an interview that 

they were proud about their identities, and have never 

dreamed to drop any of them. 

However, some Congolese children held a different view 

from their parents.  Congolese-born children said they have 

two identities.  They declared that they are Africans and 

Americans, but they identified themselves more American 

than Congolese [Africans].  Kitoko, a Congolese-born child, 

said he felt “American with African blood.” Kitoko, one of 

the boys who came to America when he was about ten year-

old, stated: “I feel African- American; I’ve African 

American friends and Latina friends.  I like American 

culture, but at the same time, [I] feel African blood run 

in my vein[s].  I like African food, music and company.  

I’m eager to see Africa again, and [then] come back [to the 

United States].” 
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On the other hand, some Congolese children told me 

that they felt one hundred percent Africans.  However, 

Malu, the Congolese girl who recently came from Congo told 

me in an interview that some Congolese-born children 

displayed a double standard.  Malu declared:  

Although some Congolese-born children said they 
felt they were [Africans], they said so only when 
they were in the Congolese and African circles.  
When they were with their African American 
friends, they identified themselves as African 
Americans, dressing, speaking, and engaging in 
sports and other activities that were popular 
among their African American friends.  Some 
Congolese-born children tried to distance 
themselves from me, and from anything connected 
to Africa because of the negative images many 
Americans attached to Africa and Africans 
(Interview, December 30, 2006).  
 
From Congolese parents it is clear that they do not 

feel full American.  At the same time Americans do not 

accept Congolese as Americans considering the attitude most 

Americans show towards black Africans. For many Americans 

skin color is the number one criteria that determines 

American identity. 

English Language "Assimilation" and Use 

of English at Home 

Learning a new language is not a new experience for 

Congolese immigrants, and for them it is not always a  
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Table 13.  Congolese Immigrants’ Legal Status in the U.S. 
 
 
Families 

 
             Legal Status 

 
 
 

 

Green Card 
Holders * 

 

Residents* TOTAL 

Maya Family 7 -- 7 
 

Djibu Family 6 -- 6 
 

Mudishi Family -- 4 4 
 

Mbalo Family 7 -- 7 
 

Kilolo Family 7 -- 7 
 

TOTAL 27 4 31 
 
 
characteristic of identification.  Many Congolese speak the 

languages of their neighboring ethnic groups as well as one 

or more national languages.  In the group interview Lusambo 

and Kinsantu told me that they have adopted the language as 

necessity and not as a mark of assimilation. 

Participants were asked to evaluate their English 

proficiency (spoken and written English (Table 14. English 

Language "Assimilation").  How well do you speak English? 

Maya said her spoken English is good, but her written 

English is fair.  Her cousin, Mabiala said his spoken and 

written English is very good.  Djibu reported that he 



370 
 

 

speaks and writes English very well.  His wife, Safulaya, 

speaks good English; her written English is not as good as 

her spoken English.  Mbalo said that his written and spoken 

English is very good; his wife’s spoken English is quite 

good.  Mudishi declared that his spoken English is poor, 

but his written English is fair.  His wife’s written and 

spoken English is good.  Kilolo’s written and spoken 

English is excellent.  His wife’s written and spoken 

English is good. 

On the other hand, parents were asked, "How often do 

you speak English at home?" (Table 15.  Use of English at 

Home).  The following were their responses.  Maya's family: 

Parents speak English and Lingala at home.  Children speak 

English, Lingala and French.  Djibu: Parents speak English 

occasionally with children; they often use father’s native 

language.  Children speak only English but understand 

French and three Congolese languages.  Mudishi: Parents 

speak English to children, but also in Congolese language; 

parents speak Lingala with each other.  Mbalo: Parents 

speak English few times with children; but they often use 

Lingala and Kiswahili.  Children use only English but 

understand French and Congolese languages.  Kilolo: Parents 
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speak with children in English and native language.  

Parents speak to each to each other in their common native 

language.  At this point, any of the participants really 

encounter language problem, but the main stream always 

remembers Congolese that they speak English with an 

‘accent’ by which Americans mean you are a “foreigner”. 

Table 14.  English Language Assimilation 
 
 
 Written English Spoken English 

Parents Excellent Good Poor Fluent Good Fair 

 
Maya  X   X  

 
Mabiala X   X   

 
Djibu  X   X  

 
Safulaya  X   X  

 
Mudishi  X    X 

 
Beleta  X   X  

 
Mbalo  X  X   

 
Sudila X   X   

 
Kilolo X   X   

 
Safi  X  X   
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Table 15.  Use of English at Home 
 
 
Families 
 

          Use of English at Home 
 

 
 

Always Frequently Occasionally Never 

 
Maya Family 

  
X 

 
-- 

 

Djibu Family  -- X  

Mudishi Family  X --  

Mbalo Family   X  

Kilolo Family  X   

 
Congolese adjust to American life without assimilation 

to the white Anglo American main stream culture and values 

(Table 16, Congolese Immigrants: “Accommodation Without 

Assimilation,”).  For example in music, clothes and contact 

with relatives in Congo, ten parents out of ten 

participants reported that they prefer Congolese music; 

they wear Congolese styles occasionally; and stay in touch 

with extended family members in Congo via telephone,      

e-mails, and internet.  Three participants, (Djibu, 

Safulaya & Mbalo) have visited Congo at least once in the 

last three years.  However, all Congolese parents said that 

their hearts were in Africa although their bodies were in 

the U.S.  Portes (2006)reports that the new waves of 
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immigrants from Asia, Latina America and Africa live in two 

cultures or ‘worlds’; they live in their native land and in 

the host country. 

This study has established that Congolese-born 

children who socialized with African American youth, such 

as Makasi, Kitoko, Mutubile and others displayed good 

behavior in the eyes of their parents, and more importantly 

these Congolese children did well in school.  Kitoko told 

me that the majority of his African American friends were 

in school, completed primary or secondary school and went 

to college.  This study has found that, despite Congolese 

immigrant fears, Congolese parents and children have some 

good African American friends as well as white American 

friends.  In a group interview, Nsimire, a Congolese woman, 

indicated that her husband and she were worried about their 

children being negatively affected by African American 

youth culture.  “But, the truth is that each community 

whether, it’s a Congolese community, African American or 

white American community, each community has its wise and 

its ‘unwise’ people,” Nsimire declared. 

As described earlier in the five family life stories 

sections, the Congolese parents are relatively middle age.  
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Their ages ranging from 30 to about 60 years-old at the 

time this study was conducted.  All of them are married, 

highly educated, and have been residing in Philadelphia 

more than ten years.  The above characteristics suggest 

than younger people probably assimilate easily than older 

people because children in these study described themselves 

as full Americans while their parents said they feel some 

how Americans.   

This study reveals that any of the participants 

subscribe to any American printed media.  However, all 

Congolese parents told me that they watch American news on 

radio or TV, and get a lot of information about America on 

the internet.  Mabiala told me during one of my visits to 

Maya’s house that he spends at least one hour each day to 

watch American news on TV and on internet.  Mabila added 

that he frequently discusses about American news with his 

friends. 

For the majority of the participants the traditional 

Congolese (African) food is predominantly preferred over 

American food, while the American food is occasionally used 

for convenience.  Membership in volunteering organization 

is largely limited to Congolese ethnic organizations and 
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African community associations, with the African churches 

membership dominating.  Concerning social interaction with 

Americans, all the Congolese parents do have some African-

American, and white American friends.  While approximately 

two out of five families reported that they have never been 

invited by Americans, almost half of them have never 

invited Americans, indicating that more immigrants have 

been invited by Americans than vice versa. 

From the above descriptive sketch of objective 

dimensions, in spite the length of stay in Philadelphia 

[U.S.] one could infer that most of Congolese parents in 

Philadelphia experience some social isolation, therefore, 

Congolese will continue to have adjustment difficulties.  

Congolese are not accepted as ‘full’ American.  They will 

continue to experience under employment due to racial 

discrimination with many employers preferring to hire white 

in white-collar occupation, and lower positions being 

offered to blacks.  Congolese will continue to be 

discriminated in housing, and thus experience social 

distance and marginalization even when they make tremendous 

efforts and accept sacrifices to obtain a house in a 

predominantly white neighborhood.  In addition, Congolese 
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immigrants will continue to experience the feelings of 

ambivalence, status inconstancy, and identity problems as 

it is observed among other immigrant groups.  The feeling 

of ambivalence is evident in the Congolese immigrants’ 

attitude toward their cultural and social identity as 

described above.  

As far as the children is concerned, the majority of 

Congolese-born children reported that they agreed that some 

Congolese customs should be discarded, such as the burden 

of traditional family obligations, parent-authoritarian 

treatment of children.  Mayele said in an interview that he 

does not understand why his parents are so concerned about 

their relatives in Congo, and why his parents bear their 

relative's burden.  On the other hand, the vast majority of 

parents indicated that Congolese languages, cultures, 

values, and customs should be taught to their children in 

their homes so that they give back to their respective 

communities in Congo.   

The majority of participants were favorable about 

living with Americans as their neighbors, and making 

friends with Americans.  But the vast majority of 

participants were reserved or negative about inter-racial 



377 
 

 

marriage.  The overwhelming majority indicated their wish 

for their children to associate with American children, but 

get married to Africans, preferably to Congolese.  Of prime 

importance was the feeling that all Congolese felt proud of 

their African names, and encouraged their children to keep 

their Congolese names.  The participants’ perception of 

their adjustment problem in order of importance was found 

to be social isolation, job related issues, inadequate 

income and racial discrimination, busy schedule, and the 

lack of children’s supervision. 

 



 

 

378

Table 16.  Congolese Immigrants: “Accommodation Without Assimilation” 
 
Assimilation/ 
Adjustment 
Areas 

Djibu Family Mbalo Family Mudishi Family Maya Family Kilolo Family 

 
Where do you live? 
(Residence) 

Family owns house 
in predominantly 
black American 
neighborhood 

Family owns a 
house in 
predominantly 
white American 
neighborhood. 

Family rents a 
house in a mixed 
black, Latino and 
white 
neighborhood. 
 

Family owns house 
in predominantly 
black American 
neighborhood. 

Family owns a 
house in 
predominantly 
white 
neighborhood.  

Food preference? Family prepares 
and eat American 
and African food 

Family mostly eat 
American food, few 
times eat African 
food 
 

Family prepares 
and eat American 
and African food 

Family prepares 
and eat American 
and African food 

Family prepares 
and eat American 
and African food 

Do you have 
American friends? 
Invites and 
invited? 

Have some  white 
and African 
American friends 
 

Have few white 
American 
friends/Invited, 
invites 
 

Have few white 
American friends 

Has black and 
white American 
friends 

Have American 
friends/Invites 
and invited 

Income and 
position 
commensurable with 
education level 

Husband had never 
had position or 
income equivalent 
to his study; wife 
sometimes does. 
 

Husband has 
position and 
income 
commensurable to 
his education; 
same for his wife. 
 

Husband had never 
had position or 
income equivalent 
to his study; wife 
sometimes does. 

Husband and wife 
have never had 
position nor 
income equivalent 
to their education 
and experience.  

Husband has 
position and 
income 
commensurable to 
his education; his 
wife does also.  

Church/social  
and political 
activities 

Involved in white 
and African 
churches; no 
involvement in  
other American 
social or 
political 
associations 

Involved in white 
and African 
churches; no 
involvement in 
other American 
social or 
political 
associations 

Involved in white 
and African 
churches; no 
involvement in 
other American 
social or 
political 
associations 

Involved in white 
and African 
churches; no 
involvement in 
other American 
social or 
political 
associations 

Attend few times a 
predominantly 
white church; no 
involvement in 
other American 
social or 
political 
associations 
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Chapter Summary 

In this chapter I examined the differences in values 

between American and Congolese schools, and pointed out 

that by keeping Congolese values, Congolese immigrant 

children were able to succeed in school according to 

parents’ expectations, which emphasized not only the 

academic, but also moral and social achievement. Finally, I 

explored the ways in which Congolese immigrants negotiated 

American mainstream values, and found out that Congolese 

families did not assimilate in the same way that earlier 

waves of Europeans did.  Congolese immigrants assimilated 

to American mainstream culture without following the 

classic model of assimilation.  Congolese assimilation 

model was ‘accommodation without assimilation’ (Gibson, 

1989).  Thus, this study supports Gibson’s accommodation 

without assimilation theory.  The findings also support 

Portes’ (1995) segmented assimilation theory in that 

Congolese families followed different paths in their social 

and economic adjustment to American mainstream society.  

Resilience, hope, and determination backed by a constant 

reference to home culture that values education and 
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communal life were the main ingredients for the Congolese 

success in the United States.  
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CHAPTER 8 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

In this last chapter, I summarize some of the 

important points of this study following Deaux’s (2006) new 

ways to think about immigration.  I highlight major 

findings of the study, their implications and I provide 

recommendations for….  I describe the limitations of the 

study and offer the African immigrants’ contribution to 

multicultural education.  I end with the recommendations 

for future research on Congolese immigrants to the United 

States.  

 Deaux (2006) suggests that one of the best ways to 

understand the immigrant’s experience is to begin the 

analysis with three basic questions: “What does immigrant 

bring?”; “What does immigrant encounter?” and “What does 

immigrant do?” (Deaux, 2006, p. 142).  Before answering 

Deaux’s three basic questions, it is important to establish 

what social class of Congolese came to the United States 

(“who?”), why they came to the U.S., and where and why they 

settled in the host country. 
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Among Congolese immigrants in Philadelphia, the 

majority arrived in the United States with at least a high 

school diploma.  They were able to meet the visa 

requirement procedures that included travel expenses to the 

capital city, Kinshasa, the only place where visas are 

issued.  These costs could be quite high, as Congo DRC is 

almost the size of Western Europe.  In addition, visa 

applicants had to guarantee that they could finance their 

travel to and stay in the United States, and sometimes they 

were even required to have a round-trip ticket.  Therefore, 

these immigrants are neither illiterate nor poor; they are 

educated people – often businessmen or businesswomen – who 

are able to support themselves financially through their 

own earnings, scholarships, sponsorships, financial aid, or 

some combination of these sources. 

The majority of Congolese immigrants in Philadelphia 

came to further their education, get a good job, and 

improve their family life.  Congo is one of the African 

countries that are characterized by the lack of adequate 

manpower planning.  This situation has lead to an 

oversupply of certain kinds of highly specialized skills in 
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the country (Apraku, 1991).  As Portes (1976) rightly 

pointed out, in the case of Congolese immigrants, it is not 

poverty or wars, which are responsible for Congolese 

migration to the U.S.  Instead, “It is the asymmetry 

between the capacity of a nation to produce numbers of 

highly trained professionals and its capacity to absorb 

them which is constitutes a major component of internal 

push forces” (Portes, 1976, p. 496).  Congolese college 

graduates, with their Western-style higher education, still 

face chronic job scarcity when their studies are complete.  

Therefore they leave home to use their education in Western 

countries.  

If Congo is to solve its “brain drain” syndrome, its 

education system from primary to university levels should 

adapt and adjust to local context and cultural and national 

development needs.  One does not need to be a curriculum 

developer or an education specialist to see that the 

Congolese education system is built to serve the interests 

of Belgium, France and other Western countries.  Attempts 

at educational reform in Congo have failed not because 

Congolese curriculum developers were blind, but rather 

because of limited financial resources, misunderstandings 
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about what kind of education is in the best interests of 

the nation, and the resistance of Western countries to 

support reforms in newly independent Congo.  Western 

countries continue to support education programs that fit 

their interest such as those institutions that use French 

or English languages, follow Western standards and offer 

market to sell Western books, schools supplies and send 

teachers. 

If Western countries want to reduce the influx of 

Congolese and African immigrants to their countries, they 

should help Congo and Africa develop an education system 

that values local cultures, promotes local languages and 

cultures along side with French and English, and prepares 

youth for their country’s development first.  

Apraku (1991) argues that in many cases, the mobility 

and accessibility of the educated African to international 

market derives from the nonindigenous nature of the African 

educational and training systems.  Apraku (1991) aptly 

points out that in many instances, the African educational 

system prepares students for foreign-oriented 

qualifications, relies excessively on expatriate teachers 

and foreign books, and uses foreign rather than indigenous 
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languages as the medium of instruction.  Apraku (1991) 

concludes that as a result, the education received often is 

not geared to Africa’s development needs, nor is it 

consistent with the ability of the African nations 

adequately to support and reward the recipients of such 

education.  Therefore, Apraku advances, African students 

emerging from the above described education generally would 

have acquired, to a varying degree, a “passport” into 

international job market mostly available outside Africa.  

Many Congolese and African youth do not hesitate to exploit 

this opportunity and use their “passport.” This “push-pull” 

movement is detrimental to the Congolese national 

development because the youth who leave the country bring 

with them skills and knowledge necessary for the country’s 

development.  

Although Congo has always had good relationship with 

the U.S., the door to enter the U.S. is not yet fully open 

for Congolese.  The U.S. was the first country to recognize 

the Congo Free State that lasted from 1886-1906.  Congo 

Free State was a private property of Belgian monarch, 

Leopold II.  Congo Free State was open {in theory] to the 

world for free international market (De Witte, 2001).  The 
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U.S. has invested in Congo throughout its history by 

sending businessmen, missionaries, schools, hospitals, and 

other development projects.  Congo has contributed to the 

economy of the U.S. with its minerals.  Congo’s uranium was 

used to end the World War II.  Congo has played a 

significant role in helping the U.S. and West European 

countries in preventing the spread of communism in central 

Africa.  Nowadays, Congo directly or indirectly continues 

to contribute to the U.S. economy with its “coltan,” core 

for tantalum used in consumer electronics products, as well 

as other minerals.  

In spite of the good relationship that exists between 

the U.S. and Congo, the number of Congolese immigrants to 

this nation is relatively small due to U.S. immigration 

restrictions.  It is important for Congolese to come to 

America, because it is in America that they can keep up 

with the flow of information and the new technological 

skills that Congo needs if it is to improve its economy and 

infrastructure.  The problem, from a Congolese perspective, 

is that most African students that study or develop careers 

and skills abroad do not return to Africa.  
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America is a country of contrasts.  On the one hand, 

racial segregation is common practice in the U.S., but on 

the other hand, as a general rule, the U.S. is a hospitable 

country that is open to many cultures of the world with 

opportunities for everyone to broaden their horizons.  

Given Congo’s strategic position in Africa, and its natural 

and human resources, Congolese need to come to the U.S. 

acquire a better education, and then return to join forces 

with their countrymen to build their nation.  The skills 

and experiences of all Congolese, both those who have left 

and those who have remained in country, are crucial to 

build a stronger Congo in the heart of Africa.  

 Why did Congolese come to the U.S.?  Probably the 

most important question is not “why did Congolese 

immigrants come to the U.S.,” but rather, “why do they stay 

in the U.S. even when they have completed their education 

and the war in Congo has ended?  A combination of factors 

is at play.  First, U.S. immigration law and regulations 

make it easy for students to remain after the completion of 

their studies, and visitors can relatively and easily 

change their status from student to immigrant status.  

Second, political crises persist in Congo, where arms 
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proliferation has become a daily threat in Kinshasa and 

other cities.  It is well established that there are no 

weapon industries in Congo or Africa.  Western countries 

will help Congolese children to remain in their country and 

go to study if countries that manufacture weapons stop 

sending and selling arms to Congo.  It is useless to try to 

arrest those who have arms in Kinshasa or in the eastern 

Congo while the sources of arms continue to buy Congolese 

minerals in exchange for guns. 

Congolese immigrant children in this study said they 

chose to stay in America because they consider home to be 

where their parents are.  American schools and officials 

have an opportunity and an obligation to give these 

children the education they will use for the development of 

this country.  Failure to provide immigrant children with 

education will only raise the level of violence and poverty 

in immigrant neighborhoods and beyond.  

What did Congolese immigrants bring? (Deaux, 2006).  

This question focuses on the skills and experience the 

immigrants bring with them, such as educational attainment 

and professional experience, marketable skills, religious 

norms and practices, motivations, goals, aspirations and 
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needs (Massey, 1999; Deaux p. 144).  The Congolese 

immigrants in my study brought what scholar Portes calls a 

“psychological suitcase” that contained all it takes for an 

immigrant to be successful in the U.S., including a high 

levels of educational attainment, aspirations, 

expectations, and belief in their ability to make their 

dream a reality.  

What did [Congolese] immigrants encounter in the U.S.? 

(Deaux, 2006, p. 135).  The U.S. receives thousands and 

thousands of people from all over the world each day.  

However, all immigrants are not treated the same way.  Some 

immigrants are accepted by both the officials and the 

mainstream population, and thus find doors to social and 

economic mobility open to them.  Others are rejected by the 

mainstream and barred from advancement.  Congolese 

immigrants to the U.S. are received with a cold welcome 

that begins at the U.S. embassy in Congo and follows them 

through the U.S. airport, to their first residences in 

poor, violent, segregated neighborhoods.  In schools, many 

Congolese children are greeted with name-calling, racial 

injustices, and other demeaning treatment, as well as 

ignorance about Africa and Africans.  
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These immigrants also found countless opportunities 

for better employment, educational advancement, and social 

services to improve their own life and that of their 

family.  Congolese immigrants have demonstrated tenacity, 

perseverance, endurance, and resilience.  Armed with social 

networks from national and continental association links, 

Congolese quickly overcame obstacles, improved their living 

conditions and acquired more materials things that some 

could possibly not have if they stayed in Congo.  

One finding of this study was the lack of connection 

between school and community values.  Many American schools 

are nested as a bird’s nest sits on a tree.  School is the 

reflection of the society.  In many Philadelphia 

communities where Congolese live, people are disconnected 

from each other.  Some members of the same street do not 

even know the name of their neighbors, let alone serve as a 

network of mutual assistance in case of sickness, birth, 

and child supervision.  Disconnected schools and 

communities will only produce a divided society in which 

children are strangers or enemies.  Research has 

established that communities that have a certain degree of 

cohesion and trust are likely to develop the social capital 
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needed for the development and progress not only of those 

communities, but also of children’s school (Putman, 2000).  

I would recommend that Congolese parents and school 

officials initiate community projects where both American 

and Congolese parents can work together.  

Another important outcome of this study was the threat 

to the sense of Congolese identity among the children.  

What did Congolese immigrants do?  Finding their identity 

threatened both in schools and the mainstream society, the 

Congolese parents and their children felt pressured to 

adopt American mainstream culture.  In response, the 

Congolese parents focused on preserving some Congolese 

values within the family, even as they adopted some of 

American culture.  As Segal (2002) affirms in her study 

about Asian immigrants, some of the Congolese immigrants 

negotiated their values; “some of these values were 

modified, changed, adapted, and negotiated as immigrants 

work toward adjusting to new environments” (Segal. p. 323). 

In addition, like other minority groups, Congolese 

immigrant children are victims of educational inequality 

not only in the redistribution of national resources in 

schools, but also as victims of social and cultural 
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inequality caused by what sociologists call “hidden 

curriculum.”  According to scholar Giroux (1983), “hidden 

curriculum refers to the implicit and sometimes 

unintentional message transmitted to students through the 

content, routines, and social relationships of schooling” 

(deMarrais & LeCompte, 1995, p. 319). 

 This study found that American academic schooling was 

more advanced than what is offered in many Congolese 

schools.  However, this study also found that Congolese 

schools perform better than American schools in providing 

students with moral and social values that meet the 

societies’ standard of acceptable norms.  Traditional 

societies exercise rigor in demanding that their members 

adhere to the society’s values without room for 

negotiation.  However, the so-called “modern societies,” 

including the U.S., are more flexible, more liberal and 

tolerant.  One of the most important values American 

schools should emphasize is to teach children to know who 

they are, respect themselves and others (Schiele, 1990).  

Both American and Congolese schools should find ways and 

means to give children an education that addresses the 

whole person, not just the intellectual development.  As 
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one African parent recommended, education today should 

prepare children to be citizens of the world.  The late 

President John Kennedy was right when he said that American 

couldn’t afford to become materially developed, and remain 

spiritually (morally and socially) underdeveloped. 

The presence of African students in American schools 

may seem like a challenge, but this study and Traore’s 

(2002) study have demonstrated that the presence of 

immigrant children in American schools also presents an 

opportunity for urban public schools and native-born 

students as well.  The presence of African children in 

inner-city schools provides the unique opportunity for 

Congolese and African American students to learn from each 

other and improve the relationships that have been 

distorted by media misinformation.   

Educator Ioga (1995) reports that working with 

immigrant children and their families has confirmed the 

belief that some of their rich heritage and values are 

needed in America today.  Ioga believes that it is 

important to preserve these values within the children 

themselves, because they will make a difference in our 

[American] world.  Igoa (1995) argues that immigrant 
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children are part of American history in the making, and 

can enrich American culture because they are able to see 

two sides of any situation, and can say that over here 

things are done one way, and abroad they are done another 

way.  Educator Igoa (1995) continued, saying that teachers 

should respect the all-inclusive nature of the immigrant 

extended family concept, their warmth, hospitality, love of 

family and children (p. 171).  I believe that Congolese 

immigrants take a lot from the U.S.  Similarly, Americans 

can learn from immigrants.  Igoa shares some of the values 

immigrants can offer: 

Immigrants are rich in artistic expressions, rich 
in rituals, rich in music and dance, and have a 
great respect for education.  They have innate 
ability to celebrate life and to include others 
in their celebration.  When the immigrant 
resources are tapped, then indeed, America will 
have discovered the ‘gold’ the country have been 
seeking (Igoa, 1995, p. 172).   
 

Implications of the Study and Recommendation 

The findings from this study generated knowledge that 

can be useful to improve multicultural education.  The 

findings opened new horizons for American teachers, and 

provided them with new insights about Congolese and African 

parents’ perceptions of their children’s education.  One of 

the ways American teachers can help ease immigrant 
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children’s transition between school cultures is for 

American teachers to be critical thinkers who are research-

oriented.  They should base their understanding of the 

world and other cultures on serious investigation, instead 

of relying on the media’s interpretation of events and 

cultures.  Igoa believes that as teachers understand the 

educational research done by others and examine variables, 

they need to do their own research in the classroom so that 

they use theories to guide them, rather that reducing 

lessons and curriculum to formulas to be followed blindly.  

“Teachers should be observers of life in the classroom.” 

Data from this study may be used by American higher 

education institutions to prepare graduates equipped with 

international understanding, cultural sensibility, and 

knowledge (Ndubuike, 2002).  This study may provide 

researchers with knowledge about Congolese immigrants’ 

education to fill the gap that is currently too wide. 

Ioga argues that the curriculum and school subjects must be 

“as alive, challenging and ever-changing as the children 

are” (Igoa, 1995, p. 172).  

 For cultural reasons, children need to experience a 

sense of continuity through the re-telling of their 
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histories and religion, as well as their expressions in 

language, art, and music.  The teacher can use film a 

variety of methods to help immigrant children overcome 

shyness (Igoa p. 89).  As educator Igoa (1995) suggests, 

“American teachers should be more patient [with immigrant 

children] because it is very difficult for a person to be 

in a new country and learn a new language; teachers need to 

understand the cultural background of the immigrant 

students” (p. 99). 

Ignorance about Africa and Africans was identified as 

a cause of strained relationships between some Africans and 

Americans, especially African Americans (Traore, 2002).  

One of the ways to deal with ignorance about Africa and 

Africans is for Congolese and African associations and 

churches to organize community activities.  Congolese and 

African associations can organize cultural festivals, 

workshops, and dances, and invite non-Congolese groups to 

attend.  Congolese pastors and church leaders could begin 

this process by initiating partnerships with neighboring 

African America churches or through ecumenical meetings 

with American churches.  
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Multicultural education curriculum should be promoted 

in the selection of school textbooks, as well as in setting 

performance benchmarks and acceptable test scores.  These 

choices at all levels should reflect acceptance of all 

cultures while maintaining the uniqueness of American 

cultural identity and values.  American pedagogy – that is 

the methods and actions taken to deliver information, 

create knowledge and develop students skills- should 

emphasize group or team work, class discussions; debates, 

writing papers; reading aloud and shared projects.  As 

someone appropriately said, “The United States strength 

derives from its diversity.”  

Recommendations 

Congolese parents acknowledged their responsibility as 

co-educators.  Parents said that part of educational 

success starts with their role as parents.  They 

acknowledged the limitations of the school and they did not 

think a parent can expect all the education to come from 

the school.  The real education happens in the home, and 

parents should try as much as possible to fill in the ‘dos 

and the don’ts of life.’  



398 
 

 

Another set of recommendation deals with Congolese 

parents’ involvement in the education of their children in 

more practical ways.  Parents also should be actively 

involved in the children’s schoolwork so that when there 

are issues at school parents can be well-informed when they 

go to talk to the teachers.  Parents should establish a 

dialogue with some of their children’s teachers so that 

teachers would listen to parents’ points of view.  Schools 

should asked parents to talk to the teachers and service 

providers, and get involved working with the school service 

providers.  Discussing the challenges these children are 

facing, and which they too are facing as service providers 

will help bridge that gap for mutual understanding. 

The Congolese Community Association in Philadelphia 

should provide its members with emotional and social 

supports to overcome racial segregation.  When these 

immigrants gather for community association meetings, 

parties, or ceremonies, they should share difficulties and 

listen to those who have had similar experiences.  

Together, they should seek the ways and means to overcome 

obstacles, and make their dream in the U.S. come true and 

their stay in this country meaningful for themselves and 
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their beloved country, the Democratic Republic of the 

Congo.  

Limitations of the Study 

Any research is value laden, and this qualitative 

study is no exception.  Any data and findings from this 

study could be subject to other interpretations (Creswell, 

2003).  The fact that data collection for the study was 

limited to five-months of case study observations and 

individual and group interviews limits the degree of 

understanding attainable.  It would have been preferable to 

spend a prolonged time in the field and develop an in-depth 

understanding of the phenomenon and gather more detailed 

information about the site and participants.  This was not 

possible, because there was a time frame limitation 

requirement to complete this study, but my prior experience 

with the participants, the participants’ openness and trust 

of me, and the collection of data from multiple sources 

through triangulation comprising interviews, observations, 

and questionnaire, made this study still a worthwhile and 

valuable endeavor.   
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African Immigrants’ Contribution to 

Multicultural Education 

In the American context, “multicultural education 

presents and examines the values and practices of other 

cultures objectively and critically in a non-doctrinal 

manner” (Schmidt, 1977, p. 3).  Curriculum developers in 

America are finding ways to reconstruct school curricula to 

accommodate different ethnic groups and cultures 

represented in the United States.  Hilliard III et al 

(1990) complained about the lack of African and African-

American culture in the American curriculum, and criticized 

the dominance of Anglo American curricula in school.  They 

wrote: “The driving force for most of our educational 

history, relative to culture, has been the erroneous belief 

in the homogeneity of American culture and the disdain and 

inability to recognize and respect African and African 

American culture” (p. 6).  Consequently, Hilliard III et 

al. (1990) believe that cultural domination in the guise of 

acculturation and assimilation has been the modus operandi 

for American education and curriculum development.  They 

suggested a more inclusive curriculum in American schools. 
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African children’s school enrollment is rising 

annually in the city of Philadelphia, and this group of 

immigrant students is part of the American growing 

diversity.  However, within the field of education, 

qualitative research on this population is almost 

nonexistent, so the specific educational needs of African 

parents and their children are not known.   

Recommendations for Future Research 

 Future research on Congolese immigrant families 

should be conducted for more prolonged time in smaller case 

studies to collect detailed information about parents and 

their children’s experiences in American schools and  

school-related programs.  In addition to working with a 

larger sample of Congolese participants, future research 

should focus on how to find information from Congolese and 

American teachers about how to facilitate the transition of 

Congolese students from Congolese to American educational 

system.  More detailed questions should be asked to collect 

data related to Congolese cultural and structural 

assimilation.  Also future study should investigate what 

Congolese parents could do to help schools address the 

needs of Congolese children at school.  Future research 
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should examine what African values can contribute to 

education in America, and what factors would make attending 

school in America more positive for Congolese children.  

Another study could be conducted in other cities of the US 

such as in New York Cities, North and South Carolina states 

where a substantial number of Congolese immigrants have 

resided for longer period of time.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



403 
 

 

 

REFERENCES 

 
Alba, R., & Nee, V. (2003). Remaking the American  

mainstream, assimilation and contemporary immigration. 
Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press. 

 
Alfred, M., & Swaminathan, R. (2004). Immigrant women of 

the academy: Negotiating boundaries, crossing borders 
in higher education. New York: Nova Science 
Publishers. 

 
Akbar, N. (1998). Know thyself. Tallahassee, Fl.: Mind 
 Publications. 
 
Algozzine, R. & Hancock, D. R. (2006). Doing case study  
 research: A practical guide for beginning  
 researchers. New York: Teachers College Press. 

 
Alobeyo, B. (2003). A strategy for church planting 

among African immigrants in Philadelphia. A 
dissertation presented at the faculty of Westminster 
Theological Seminary for the Degree of Doctor of 
Ministry. Philadelphia. 

 
Anonymous. (2000). African immigrants in the United States  

are the nation’s most highly educated group. The 
Journal of Blacks in Higher Education, 26. (Winter, 
1999-2000), pp. 60-61. 
 

Anonymous, (November 2, 2005). Student beaten on way 
 from school. The Philadelphia Inquirer, p. B01. 

 
Anonymous, (November 3, 2005). Residents say beating 
  fits widespread pattern. The Philadelphia Inquirer, 
  p. B01. 
 
Anonymous, (November 3, 2005). Liberian boy too sick 
 to go to court.  The Philadelphia Inquirer, p. B04. 
 
 
 



404 
 

 

Apraku, K. K. (1991). African Émigrés in the United 
 States: A missing link in Africa’s social and  
 economic development. New York: Praeger. 
 
Asante, M. (1998). The afrocentric idea. (Revised and 

Expanded Edition). Philadelphia, PA: Temple University 
Press. 

 
Asante, M. (1999). The painful demise of eurocentrism. 
 Trenton, NJ: Africa World Press, Inc. 
 
Attah-poku, A. (1996). The Socio-Cultural adjustment 
 question: The role of Ghanaian immigrant ethnic 
 associations in America.  Lanham, Md.; Oxford: 
 University Press of America 
 
Baohen, A. (1990). (Ed.). General history of Africa: Africa 

under colonial domination 1880-1935. California: 
UNESCO. 

 
Bray, M. C., Peter, B. & Stephens, D. (1986). Education and 

society in Africa. London: Edward Arnold Publishers 
Ltd. 

 
Bean, F. & Stevens, G . (2003). America's Newcomers and the 

Dynamics of Diversity. New York: Russell Sage. 
 
Bender, D.L. & Leone, B. (1986). Problems of Africa, 
  opposing views. St Paul Minnesota: Greenhaven Press. 
 
Bentley, J. (1981). American immigration today: Pressures, 
 problems, policies. New York: Julian Mesner. 
 
Beswick, R. (1990). Racism in American Schools. ERIC Digest  
 Series, Number EA 49,  

http://www.ericdigests.org/pre-9215/racism.(retrieved 
June 24, 2007). 

 
Bhatnagar, J. (1970). Immigrants at school. London: 

Cornmarket. 
 
Bhatnagar, J. (Ed.). (1981). Educating immigrants. 

London: Croom Helm. 
 

http://www.amazon.com/Socio-Cultural-Adjustment-Question-Immigrant-Associations/dp/1859723926/ref=sr_1_3?ie=UTF8&qid=1228944669&sr=1-3�
http://www.amazon.com/Socio-Cultural-Adjustment-Question-Immigrant-Associations/dp/1859723926/ref=sr_1_3?ie=UTF8&qid=1228944669&sr=1-3�
http://www.amazon.com/Socio-Cultural-Adjustment-Question-Immigrant-Associations/dp/1859723926/ref=sr_1_3?ie=UTF8&qid=1228944669&sr=1-3�
http://www.ericdigests.org/pre-9215/racism.(retrieved June 24�
http://www.ericdigests.org/pre-9215/racism.(retrieved June 24�


405 
 

 

Blyden, E. (1994). African life and customs. Baltimore, MD: 
Black Classic Press. 

 
Borjas, G. J. (1990). Friends or strangers: The impact 

Of immigrants on the U.S. economy. New York: Basic 
Books. 

 
Brandon, G. (1997). Yoruba. In American immigrant 

cultures: Builders of a nation. Edited by David 
Levinson and Malven November. Vol. 2. New York: 
MacMillan  

 
Brausch, G. (1961). Belgian administration in the 
  Congo. London: Oxford University Press. 
 
Broder, J. M. (2007, April 17). Massacre in Virginia; 

32 shot dead in Virginia; Worst U.S. gun rampage  
[Electronic version]. The New York Times. Retrieved 
June 24, 2007 from http://query.nytimes.com/gst/ 
fullpage.html?sec=health&res=9F01E1D7113FF934A25757 
C0A9619C8B63 
 

Browder, A. (2000). Nile valley contribution to  
civilization: Exploring the myths, Vol.1 Beltsville, 
Maryland: The Institute of Karmic Guidance. 
 

Camarota, S. A. (2002). Immigrants in the United 
States, 2002: A snapshot of America’s foreign-born 
population. Washington DC: Center for Immigration 
Studies, November 2002. 

 
Careaon, G. P., Drake, C. & Barton, A. C. (2005). The 

importance of residence: Immigrant parents’ school 
 engagement experiences. American Educational Research 
 Journal, 42, 465-495. 
 
Creswell, J. W. (2003). Research design: Qualitative, 

quantitative and mixed methods approaches. (2nd Ed.). 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

 
Creswell, J. W. (2005). Educational research: Planning, 
 conducting, and evaluating quantitative and 
 qualitative research. Upper Saddle River, New Jersey:  
 Merrill Prentice Hall.  

http://query.nytimes.com/gst/�


406 
 

 

 
Chua, L. (2002. Psycho-social adaptation and the  

meaning of achievement for Chinese immigrants. New 
York: LFB Scholarly Publishing LLN. 

 
Deaux, K. (2006). To be an immigrant. New York: Russell 
  Sage Foundation. 
 
DeBurman, N. (2005). Immigrant education: Variations 

by generation, age-at-immigration, and country of 
origin. New York: LFB Scholarly Publishing. 
 

DeLaet, D. (2000). U.S. immigration policy in an age of 
  rights, Western Port Conn.: Praeger. 
 
deMarrais, K. & LeCompte, M. (1995). The way schools work: 

A sociological analysis of education. (2nd Ed.). White 
Plains, NJ: Longman Publishers. 
 

deMarrais, K. & Lapan, S. (2004). Foundations for 
research. Mahwah: New Jersey. Lawrence Erlbaum 
Associates Publishers. 

  
Dentler, R. & Hafner A. (1997). Hosting newcomers: 

Structuring educational opportunities for immigrant 
children. New York: Teachers College Press. 

 
De Witte, Ludo (2001). The Assassination of Lumumba. New  
 York: Verso. 
 
Diop, C. A. (1990). The African origin of civilizations: 
  Myth or reality. Chicago, Illinois: Lawrence Hill. 
 
Ed. gov. U. S. Department of Education News, Press 

Releases.(2007). Statement by Secretary Spellings on 
Report to President Bush on American Schools' Safety. 
Retrieved August 24, 2007 from 
http://www.ed.gov/news/pressreleases/2007/06/06132007 

 a.html 
 
Edmonston, B., & Passel, J. S. (Eds.). (1994). Immigration 

and ethnicity. Washington, DC: The Urban Institute 
Press. 

 

http://www.ed.gov/news/pressreleases/2007/06/06132007�


407 
 

 

Edmonston, B., & Passel, J. S. (1992). Immigration and 
immigrant generations in population projections. 
Washington, DC: Urban Institute. 

 
Erny, Pierre. (1973). Childhood and cosmos: The social 

psychology of the black African child. New York: New 
Perspectives.  

 
Feliciano, C. (2006). Unequal origins: Immigrant  

selection and the education of the second generation. 
New York: LFB Scholarly Publishing LLC 

 
Freire, P. (1993). Pedagogy of the Oppressed. New York:  
 Continuum. 
 
Friedlander, M. (1991). The newcomer program: Helping 

immigrant students succeed in U.S. schools. Portland, 
Oregon: Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory 
(NWREL) Equity Center. Retrieved October 2, 2007 from. 
http://www.nwrel.org/cnorse/booklets/immigration/5.htm
l  

 
Foner, N. (1979). West Indians in New York City and London: 

A comparative analysis. International Migration 
Review, 13(2), 284-97.Fowler, B. (1997). Pierre 
Bourdieu and cultural theory: Critical investigations. 
London: Sage Publications, 1997. 

 
Gall, J. P., Gall, M. D. & Borg, W. R. (1999). Applying 

educational research: A practical guide. (4th Ed.). 
New York: Longman. 
 

Gibson, M. A. (1988). Punjabi immigrants in an American 
high school. In G. Spindler & L. Spindler (Eds.). 
Interpretive ethnography of education: At home and 
abroad. Hillsdale, New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum 
Associates. 

 
Gibson, M. A. (1989). Accommodation without assimilation: 

Sikh immigrants in an American high school. Ithaca, 
New York: Cornell University Press. 

 
 
 

http://www.nwrel.org/cnorse/booklets/immigration/5.html�
http://www.nwrel.org/cnorse/booklets/immigration/5.html�


408 
 

 

Giroux, H. (1983). Theories of reproduction and resistance 
in the new sociology of education. Harvard Educational 
Review, 53, 257-293. 

 
Gordon, M. (1964). Assimilation in American life. New 
 York: Oxford University Press. 
 
Grieco, E. (2004). The African foreign born in the 
 United States migration policy institute. 
 http://www.migrationinformation.org/USFocus/display.cf
 m?ID=250. Retrieved October 2006. 
 
Guba, E. G. & Lincoln, Y. S. (1989). Naturalist inquiry. 
 Beverly Hills, CA: Sage. 
 
Guba, O. U. (2003). Black American students in an 

affluent suburb: A Study of academic disengagement. 
Mahwah, New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 
 

Hale, J. E. (2001). Learning while black. Baltimore, 
 Maryland: The Hopkins University Press. 
 
Hale, J. E. (1982). Black children: Their roots, 

culture and learning styles. Provo, Utah: Brigham 
Young University Press. 

 
Hill, R. B. (1997).The strength of African American 
  families: Twenty-five years later. Washington DC:  
 R & B Publishers 
 
Hilliard III, G. et al. (Eds.). (1990). Infusion of African 

and African American content in the school curriculum, 
proceedings of the first national conference, October 
1989. Morristown: Aaron Press. 

 
Hirsch, Walter (1942). Assimilation as concept and as 

Process. Social Forces, 21(1) pp. 35-39. 
 
Huberman, A. M. & Miles, M. B. (1994). Qualitative data 

analysis: An expanded sourcebook. Thousand Oaks, CA: 
Sage. Retrieved May 12, 2006 from 

 htt://allafrica.com/stories/printable/200511150422.hl 

 

http://www.migrationinformation.org/USFocus/display.cfm?ID=250�
http://www.migrationinformation.org/USFocus/display.cfm?ID=250�


409 
 

 

Hurh, W. M. & Kim, K. C. (1979). Assimilation patterns of 
immigrants in the United States: A case study of 
Korean immigrants in the Chicago area. Macomb, 
Illinois: University Press of America. 

 
Igoa, Cristina.(1995). The inner world of the immigrant 
 child. New York: St. Martin's Press. 
 
Johnson, R. B. & Onwuegbuzie, A. J. (2004). Mixed methods 

research: A research paradigm whose time has come. 
Educational Researcher, 33(7), 14-26. 

 
Khapoya, V. B. (1998). The African experience: An 

introduction (2nd. Ed.). Upper Saddle River, New 
Jersey: Prentice Hall. 
 

Keefe, S. E., & Padella, A. M. (1987). Chicano ethnicity. 
 Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press. 
 
Kenyatta,M.(1983). In Defense of the black family.  
 Monthly Review 2:12-21. 
 
Kozol, J. (1991). Savage inequalities: Children in 
 America’s schools. New York: Crown Publishers. 
 
Lapsansky, E. (1990). Africans in America: Narrative, 
 Brotherly Love, Part 3, Philadelphia, 1791-1883. 
 Retrieved October 14, 2006 from 
 http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/aia/part3/narrative.html 
 
Lawuo, Z. E. (1980). Education and social change in a rural 

community. Dar Es Salaam: Dar Es Salaam University 
Press. 

 
Levinson, B. A. U. et al. (Ed.). (2000). Schooling: The 

symbolic animal, social and cultural dimensions of 
education. New York: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers. 

 
Levy, F. (1987). Dollars and dreams: The changing American 
 income distribution. New York: Russell Sage. 
 
 
 
 

http://diamond.temple.edu/search~S29/aIgoa%2C+Cristina./aigoa+cristina/-3,-1,0,B/browse�


410 
 

 

Lewis Mumford Center, Census. (2000). Retrieved November 
 28, 2008 from 
 http://mumford1.dyndns.org/cen2000/BlackWhite/BlackDiv
 ersityReport/black-diversity03.htm   
 
Licht, W. (1992). Getting work: Philadelphia, 1840-1950. 
 Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press. 
  
Lichtman, M. (2006). Qualitative research in education: A 
 user’s guide. Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications. 
 
Lofland J. & Lofland L. H. (1995). Analyzing social 

settings: A guide to qualitative observation and 
analysis. Belmont: Wadsworth Publishing Company. 

 
Loomba, A. (2005). Colonialism/Postcolonialism. London: 
 Routledge. 
 
Lututala M. B. & Pitshandenge, S.N. (2003). “Education 

demand in the Democratic Republic of the Congo”. 
Background paper prepared for the Education for All 
Global Monitoring Report 2003/4. Retrieved June 12,  
2007 from 
http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0014/001468/146801e.p
df 

 
Markowitz, M. D. (1973). Cross and sword: The political 

role of Christian missions in the Belgian Congo, 1908-
1960. Stanford: California. Ecover Institution Press. 

 
Massey, D. S. (1995). “The new immigration and ethnicity in 
 the United States.” Population Development Review, 
 21(3), pp. 631-652. 
 
Matute-Bianchi, M. E. (1986). The education of 

Hispanic Americans: A challenge for the future. 
American Journal of Education, 95(1), pp. 233-255. 

 
Maxwell, J. (1996). Qualitative research design: An 
 interactive approach. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
 
Mazama, A. (2003). The Afrocentric paradigm. Trenton: New 
 Jersey: Africa World Press. 
 



411 
 

 

Mbiti, J. (1969). African religion and philosophy.  
 (2nd Ed.). Johannesburg: Heinemann. 
 
Mbiti, J. S. (1970). Concepts of God in Africa. New 
 York, Praeger Publishers. 
 
Meyers, E. (2004). International immigration policy: 

A theoretical and comparative analysis. New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan. 

 
Myers, M. (2000). Qualitative research and generalizability 

question: Standing. The Qualitative Report, Vol. 4, 
Numbers 3/4, March. Retrieved March 24, 2006 from 
http://www.nova.edu/ssss/QR/QR4-3/myers.html 
 

Miles, M. B. & Huberman, A. M. (1994). Qualitative data 
analysis: An expanded sourcebook. Thousand Oaks, 
California: Sage.  

 
Min, P. G. (1992). The structure and social functions 

of Korean immigrant church in the United States. 
International Migration Review, 26(4), pp. 1370-1395).  

 
Mosha, S.R. (2000). The heartbeat of indigenous Africa,  
 A Study of Chagga Educational System. New York: 
 Garland publishing, INC. 
 
Mukenge, T. (2002). Culture and customs of the Congo. 
 London: Greenwood Press. 
 
Mungazi, D. A. (1991). Colonial education for Africans. New  
 York: Praeger. 
 
Ndubuike, D.I.I. (2002). The struggles, challenges, and 

triumphs of the African immigrants in America. 
Lewiston: The Edwin Mellen Press.  

 
Nee, V., & Wongo, H. Y. (1985). Asian American socio-
 metric achievement: The strength of the family bond. 
  Sociological Perspectives, 28(3), 288-289. 
 
Ngugi, W. T. (1986). Decolonizing the mind: The politics of 
 language in African. Literature, London: James Curry.  
 



412 
 

 

Ogbu, J. U. (1998). Immigrant and involuntary minorities: 
A comparative perspective. A Cultural-ecological 
theory of school performance with some implications 
for education. Anthropology and Education Quarterly, 
29(2), 155-188. In Gibson and Ogbu(Eds.). Minority 
status and schooling (pp. 3-33). New York: Garland.  

 
Ogbu, J. U. (1987). Variability in minority school 

performance. A problem in search of an explanation. In 
E. Jacob & C. J. Jordan. (Eds.). Minority education: 
Anthropolo Gical perspectives (pp. 83-111). Norwood, 
NJ: Ablex 

 
Ogbu, J. U. (1991). Immigrant and Involuntary minorities in 

comparative. In minority Status and schooling: A 
comparative study of immigrant and involuntary 
minorities, edited by M. A. Gibson and J. U. Ogbu, 3-
33. New York: Garland. 

 
Ogbu, J. U. (2003). Black American students in an affluent  
 suburb. Mahwah, New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum  
 Associates, Publishers. 
 
Olsen, L. (1997). Made in America: Immigrant students in 
 our public schools. New York: The New Press. 
 
Okumu, Washington. (1963). Lumumba’s Congo: Roots of 
 conflict. New York: Ivan Obolensky, Inc. 
 
Omari, C. K. & Mbilinyi, D. A. S. (1997). African values 
 and child rights: Tanzania Dar es Salam: Tanzania: 
 DUP LTD. 
 
Parrender, G. (1976). African traditional religion. 
 New York: Harper and Row. 
 
Portes, A. (1995). Assimilation among new immigrant youth: 

A conceptual framework. In R. G. Rumbault & W. A. 
Cornelius (Eds.), California’s immigrant children: 
Theory, research and complications for educational 
policy (pp.71-76). San Diego: University of 
California. 

 
 



413 
 

 

Portes, A. (1976) Determinant of the brain drain. 
 International Migration Review 104. (p. 496). 
 
Portes, A., & Rumbaut, R. G. (1996). Immigrant America: A 

portrait (2nd ed.). Los Angeles: University of 
California Press. 

 
Portes, A., & Rumbaut, R. G. (2001). Legacies: The story of 

the second generation. Berkeley, CA: University of 
California Press. 

 
Portes, A. & Rumbaut, R. G. (2006). Immigrant America. 

(3rd Ed.). Los Angeles: University of California Press 
 
Portes, A. & Zhou, M. (1993). The new second generation: 

assimilation and its variants among post-1965 youth. 
Annual of the American Academy of Political and Social 
Sciences, 530 (November) (pp. 74-96). 

 
Pozzetta, G. (1991). American immigration and ethnicity. 
 New York: Garland Publishing, Inc. 
 
Punch, Keith F. (1998). Introduction to social research: 

Quantitative and qualitative approaches. Thousand 
Oaks, California: Sage Publications. 

 
Putnam, R. D. (2000). Bowling alone: The collapse and 

revival of American community. New York: Simon & 
Schuster. 

 
Raboteau, A. J. (1978). Africans in America: Narrative, 

brotherly love, Part 3, Philadelphia (1791-1831). 
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/aia/part3/3narr1.html 

 
Reimers, D. M. (2005). Other immigrants: The global origins 

of the American people. New York: New York University 
Press. 
 

Robinson, S. N. (2004). History of immigrant female 
 students. In Chicago, 1900-1950.New-york: Peter Lang. 
 
Rodney, W. (1973). How Europe underdeveloped Africa. 
 Dar-Es-Salaam: Tanzania Publishing house. 
 



414 
 

 

Rohr, J. (1986). (Ed.). Problems of Africa: Opposing 
 View points. St. Paul, Minnesota: Green Haven Press. 
 
Rong, X. L. & Brown, F. (2002). Socialization, culture, 

and identities of black immigrant children. Education 
and Urban Society, 34(2), 247-273. 

 
Rumbaut, R. G. (1997). Assimilation and its discontents: 

Between rhetoric and reality. International Migration 
Review, 31(4), 923-960. 

 
Ryan, J. (1999). Race and ethnicity in multi-ethnic 
 schools. Philadelphia: Multilingual Matters LTD. 
 
Sassen, S. (1996). Losing control? Sovereignty in an 

age of globalization. New York: Columbia University 
Press. 

 
Schiele, J. H. (1990). Organizational theory from 

Afrocentric perspective. Journal of Black Studies, 21, 
145-161. 

 
Schiele, J. H. (1994). Afrocentric as an alternative of 

world view for equality. Journal of Progressive Human 
Services, 5(1), 5-25. 

 
Schmidley, D. (2003). The foreign-born population in the 

United States: March 2002, Current Population Reports, 
P20-539, U. S. Census Bureau, Washington, D.C. U.S. 
Census Bureau 2002). 

 
Schmidt, A. J. (1977). The menace of multiculturalism: 
  Trojan horse in America. London: Praeger. 
 
Segal, U. (2002). A framework for immigration: Asians in 

the United States. New York: Columbia University 
Press. 

 
Serow, R., Castelli, P., & Castelli V. (2000). Social 

foundations of American education. Durham, North 
Carolina: Carolina Academic Press. 
 

 
 



415 
 

 

Shavarini, M. (2004). Educating immigrants: Experiences 
of second-generation Iranians. New York: LFB Scholarly 
LLC. 

 
Slade, R. (1961). The Belgian Congo. New York:Oxford  
 University Press. 
 
Sorow, R., Castelli, P. & Catelli V. (2000). Social 

foundations of American education. (2nd. Ed.). Durhan, 
North Carolina: Carolina Academic Press. 

 
Sow, I. Alpha et al. (1979). Introduction to African 
  culture: General aspects. Paris: UNISCO. 
 
Speer, T. L. (1994). The newest African Americans 

 aren’t black. American Demographics 16(1), 9-10. 
 
Speer, T. L. (1995). A cracked door: U. S. policy welcomes 
 only Africa’s brightest and richest. Emerge 6(9), 36. 
 
Suárez-Orozco, M. & Suárez-Orozco, C. (1986). 
 Immigration: Youth Adapt to Change. HLPR Online.  

Retrieved September 18, 2007 from 
http://www.hlpronline.com/2007/04/suarez-
orozco_01.html 

 
Suárez-Orozco, M. (2000). Everything you ever wanted to 

know about assimilation but were afraid to ask. 
Daedalus--Journal of the American Academy of Arts and 
Sciences, 129(4), 1-30.  

 
Suárez-Orozco, C. (2001). Children of immigration. 

Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 
 
Stringfield, S. & Land, D. (Eds.). (2002). Educating  

at-risk students. Chicago: The University of Chicago 
Press. 

 
Sudarkasa,N. (1988).”Interpreting the African heritage in 
 Afro-American family organization.” In Harriette P. 
 McAdoo(Ed). Black families (pp. 27-43)Newbury, CA: 
 Sage Publications. 

 
 

http://diamond.temple.edu/search~S29?/aslade%2C+ruth/aslade+ruth/1%2C3%2C5%2CB/frameset&FF=aslade+ruth&1%2C%2C2/indexsort=-�
http://diamond.temple.edu/search~S29?/asuarez-orozco/asuarez+orozco/1%2C2%2C16%2CB/frameset&FF=asuarez+orozco+marcelo+m+1956&2%2C%2C11/indexsort=-�


416 
 

 

Suep D. J., & Takougang, J. Contemporary immigrants to the 
 United States. The News Tribune, January 5, 2003  
 
Suter, N. W. (2005). Introduction to educational 

research: A critical thinking approach. Thousand Oaks: 
Sage Publications. 
 

Takougang, J. (2003). Contemporary African immigration 
to the United States. Irinkerindo: A Journal of 
African Migration 2,in 
http://www.africamigration.com/archive_02/j_takougang.
htm 

 
Takougang, J. (1995). Recent African immigrants to the 

United States: A historical perspective. The Western 
Journal of Black Studies, 19(1). In 
http://www.google.com/search?hl=en&q=Recent+African+im
migrants+to+the&btnG=Google+Search&aq=f&oq= 

 
Tellis, W. (1997). Introduction to case study. The 

qualitative report [On-line serial], 3(2). Available: 
http://www.nova.edu/ssss/QR/QR3-2/tellis1.html 

 
Traore, R. (2002). Implementing afrocentriscity. Ph.D. 

Dissertation. Temple University, Philadelphia. UMI 
Dissertation Services. 

 
Tricia R. H. African immigrants directory: A guide to 

community resources in the Greater Philadelphia. (The 
Balch Institute for Ethnic Studies, (2000) 
Introduction. 

 
Trueba, E. & Bartolome, L. (2000). Immigrant voices: In 

search of educational equity. New York: Rowman & 
Littlefield Publishers, Inc. 

 
Tyack, D. B. (1974). The one best system: A history of 

American urban education. London: Harvard University 
Press. 
 

Ungar, S. J. (1995). Fresh blood: The new American 
immigrants. New York: Simon & Schuster. 
 

 



417 
 

 

U.S. Bureau of Census. (2004). Projections of the 
population, by age, sex, race, and Hispanic origin, 
for the United States: 1993-2050. Current Population 
Report Series Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing 
Office. 

 
U.S. Census Bureau (2002). The foreign born population in 
 the United States. CP-3-1, Tables 1, 3, 5, 129-130 
 
U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service. (2003). 

Statistical Yearbook of the Immigration 
and Naturalization Service, 1990. Washington, DC: US 
Government Printing Life Story Office. 
 

U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service. (1991). 
Statistical Yearbook of the Immigration and 
Naturalization Service, 1990. Washington, DC: U.S. 
Government Printing Life Story Office. 

 
Xie, Y. & Kimberley, G. A. (2004). 
 A demographic portrait of Asian Americans. The  
 American Census 2000. New York: Russell Sage. 

www.edweek.org/ew/articles/1987/04/01/27theory.h06.htm
l Selected Readings on Bilingual Education 

 
Ware, Natalie D. (2002). Congo war and the role of Coltan. 

in http://www.american.edu/ted/ice/congo-coltan.htm 
  
Waters, M. C. (1999). Black identities, West Indian 

immigrant dreams and American realities. Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press. 
 

Waters, M. C & Ueda (2007). The new Americans: A guide to 
 immigration since 1965. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
 University Press. 
 
Weiner, D. (2002). The transition of Gambian children to 

New York City public school. New York: New York City 
Board of Education. 

 
Williams, C. (1987). The destruction of black civilization: 

Great issues of a race from 4500 B.C. to 2000 A.D. 
Chicago, Illinois: Third World press. 
 



418 
 

 

Woodson, C. G. (1990). The mis-education of the Negro. 
 Trenton: New Jersey. Africa World Press. 
 
World Fact.(2007).https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/ 
 the-world-factbook/geos/cg.html 
 
Yetman, N. 1999.  Majority and minority: The dynamics 

of race and ethnicity in American life. (6th Ed.). 
Boston: Allyn & Bacon. 

 
Yin, R. K. (1994). Case study research: Design and 

methods. (2nd Ed.). Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications. 
 
Yin, R. K. (2004). The case study anthology. Thousand 
 Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 
 
Zia, H. (2000). Asian American dreams: The emergence of an 
 American people. New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux. 

Zhou, M. (1997). Assimilation-issues, controversies and 
recent research on the new second generation. 
International Migration Review, 31(4), 975-1008. 

 
Zhou, M. (1997). Assimilation: Issues, controversies, and 

recent research on the new second generation. 
International Migration Review, 31(4), Special Issue: 
Immigrant adaptation and native-born responses in the 
making of Americans, pp. 975-1008. 

 
Zhou, M. (1998). Growing up American: How Vietnamese 

children adapt to life in the United States. New York: 
Russell Sage Foundation.  
 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



419 
 

 

 

APPENDIX A 

PARENTAL CONSENT FORM (TO INTERVIEW AND AUDIOTAPE CHILDREN) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



420 
 

 

 
TEMPLE 
UNIVERSITY 
 
                       
     College of Education  
     web www.temple.edu    
     and Policy Studies 

2nd Floor Ritter Hall  
(003-00) Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania 19122 

 
Title: Congolese Immigrant Parents' Perceptions about 
Their Children's Education in Philadelphia 
 

PARENTAL CONSENT FORM 
 

P. I. Name: James Earl Davis, Ph.D. 
Department: Educational Leadership 
 and Policies Studies   
Institution: Temple University -  
 College of Education 
Phone:  215-204-6167   
Office:  

 
Student's  
Investigator: Lombe Mukalanga Mwembo 
Telephone 215-739-4486 
 
 
We are interested in the education of African child 
immigrants, and how a group of Congolese immigrant 
parents feel about their children's education. We will 
use the data from the interview questions to write the 
student investigator's dissertation. We hope that the 
findings may be used to generate discussion about how 
to raise African children in America more successfully. 
This study may open new horizons for American teachers, 
and provide them with new insights about African 
parents' perceptions of their children's education. 
This study also promises to yield data that may inform 
the improvement of multicultural education. 
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The interview will be taped and later transcribed 
verbatim for analysis. To insure confidentiality of the 
data, a number coding system will be created to assure 
your anonymity. Any information obtained in connection 
with the study and which could be identified with you 
will only be used by the researchers named above and 
will be kept strictly confidential. 
 
We welcome questions about the study at any time. Your 
participation in this study is voluntary and you may 
refuse to participate at any time without consequence 
or prejudice. 
 
Questions about your rights as a research subject may 
be directed to Richard C. Throm, Coordinator, 
Institutional Review Board (509-00), Behavioral/Social 
Sciences Committee, Temple University, 3400 North Broad 
Street., Philadelphia, PA 19140, phone 215-707-8757. 
Signing your name below indicates that you have read 
and understand the contents of this Consent Form and 
that you agree to take part in this study. 
 
Participant's Signature Date 
 
Student Investigator's Signature Date 
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     web www.temple.edu    
     and Policy Studies 

2nd Floor Ritter Hall  
(003-00) Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania 19122 

 
 

 
Minor Assent Form 

Project Title: Congolese Immigrant Parents' Perceptions 
about Their Children's Education in Philadelphia 

Student Investigator: Lombe Mukalanga Mwembo TU ID: 
908255757 

We are doing a research study about Congolese immigrant 
families and their children's educational experiences in 
Philadelphia A research study is a way to learn more 
about people. We are interested in the education of 
African child immigrants, and how a group of Congolese 
immigrant parents feel about their children's education. 
We will use the data from the interview questions to 
write the student investigator's dissertation. We hope 
that the findings may be used to generate discussion 
about how to raise African children in America more 
successfully. 

There are some things about this study you should know. 
The interview will be taped and later transcribed 
verbatim for analysis. To insure confidentiality of the 
data, a number coding system will be created to assure 
your anonymity. Any information obtained in connection 
with the study and which could be identified with you 
will only be used by the researcher named above and will 
be kept strictly confidential. 

If you decide that you want o be part of this study, you 
will be asked questions about your school experience in 
your home in the presence of at least one person for 
about 45 to 60 minutes. You do not have to be in this 
study if you do not want to be. If you decide to stop 
after we begin, that is okay, too. Your participation in 
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this study is voluntary and you may refuse to participate 
at any time without consequence. We welcome questions 
about the study at any time. 

Questions about your rights as a research subject may be 
directed to Richard C. Throm, Coordinator, Institutional 
Review Board (509-00), Behavioral/Social Sciences 
Committee, Temple University, 3400 North Broad Street., 
Philadelphia, PA 19140, phone 215-707-8757. 

If you decide you want to be part of this study, please, 
sign your name. 

I,_________________________________ want to be in this 
research study 

(Print full name above) 

(Sign your name here) (Date) 
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Permission to Audiotape 
 

Investigator's Name: Lombe M. Mwembo 
Department: Urban Education  
Project Title: Philadelphia’s Congolese Immigrant Parents’ 
Perceptions about Their Children’s Education 
 
Subject: 001/AS                                      Date:            
Log #:                         
 
I give                                             
permission to audiotape me.  This audiotape will be used 
only for the following purpose (s): 
 
(Choose one) 
 
       CLINICAL 
 
This audiotape will be used as part of my treatment.  It 
will not be shown to anyone but my treatment team, my 
family, and myself. 
 
   X    EDUCATION  
 
This audiotape may be shown to education professionals 
outside of                                        for 
educational purposes. At no time will my name be used. 
 
      x RESEARCH 
 
This audiotape will be used as a part of a research project 
at                                          . I have 
already given written consent for my participation in this 
research project. At no time will my name be used. 
 
       MARKETING/PUBLIC INFORMATION 
 
This audiotape will be used to promote                                
to educational or health professionals, referral sources, 
and/or the general public. At no time will my name be used. 
 
       OTHER 
 
Description:                                                      
 
                                                                   
Permission to Audiotape - Page 2 of 3  
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WHEN WILL I BE AUDIOTAPED? 
 
I agree to be audiotaped during the time period:                  
to               . 
 
HOW LONG WILL THE TAPES BE USED? 
 
I give my permission for these tapes to be used from:             
to               . 
 
(Include a statement that data will be stored for three (3) 
years after completion of the study. If you wish to store 
longer, than permission must be received from the IRB.) 
 
WHAT IF I CHANGE MY MIND? 
 
I understand that I can withdraw my permission at any time.  
Upon my request, the audiotape(s) will no longer be used.  
This will not affect my care or relationship with                     
                             in any way. 
 
OTHER 
 
I understand that I will not be paid for being audiotaped 
or for the use of the audiotapes. 
 
FOR FURTHER INFORMATION 
 
If I want more information about the audiotape(s), or if I 
have questions or concerns at any time, I can contact: 
 
Investigator's Name:                                             
                           
Department:                                                       
                              
Institution:                                                      
                                    
Street Address:                                                   
                               
City:                                           State:                
Zip Code                
 
Phone: Office                         Home                        
 
 
 



428 
 

 

This form will be placed in my records and a copy will be 
kept by the person(s) named above.  A copy will be given to 
me. 
 
Please print 
 
Subject's Name:                                                   
 
Date:                         
 
Address:                                                          
 
                                                          
 
Phone:                             
 
 
Subject's Signature:                                              
(Or signature of parent or legally responsible person if 
subject is a minor or is incompetent to sign.) 
 
Relationship to Subject:                                          
 
Subject cannot sign because:                                      
 
                                                                   
                                                                   
but consents orally to be audiotaped under the conditions 
described above. 
 
                                        
                 
Witness Signature          Date 
 
                                                
                     
Witness Signature     Date 
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APPENDIX D 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL FORM  
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INTERVIEW PROTOCOL FORM  

FORM 4 

Project Title: Congolese Immigrant Families’ Perceptions 

about Their Children’s Education in Philadelphia 

Objective 

I am interested in the education of African child 

immigrants, and how a group of Congolese immigrant parents 

feel about their children’s education.  I will use the data 

from the interview questions below in my dissertation. I 

hope that the findings may be used to generate discussion 

about how to raise African children in America more 

successfully.  This study may open new horizons for 

American teachers, and provide them with new insights about 

African parents’ perceptions of their children’s.  This 

study also promises to yield data that may inform the 

improvement of multicultural education.  
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Form 4a.  Congolese Participants’ Immigrant Demographic  
  Information 
 
Mark the box by the items that apply to you: 
 
Sex:    Male   Female   
Your family 
Status: 

  Father   Mother   Child  

Age group:    6-20   21-30   31-40   41-over 
Marital 
status: 

  Single   Married   Divorced   Widow/Widower 

 
How many children live in your family in the 
U.S.? 

 

 
How many children live in Congo? 

 

 
Number of children in K-12 in the U.S.: 

 

 
Religion: 

 

 
Length of stay in the U.S. (Years): 

 

 
Type of employment in the U.S.: 

 

 
Type of employment in Africa: 

 

 
Years of work experience in Africa: 

 

 

 
What is the highest level of schooling completed or highest degree received 
by the parents in your current American household?  Use the number codes 
below to answer the questions.  
 

1. No school completed 
2. Elementary school 
3. High school  
4. Some college study 
5. Completed Bachelor’s degree 
6. Completed Master’s degree or beyond 
7. Technical or vocational training?  How many years? 
8. Other 

 
Father’s education level achieved in Congo:  
Father’s education level achieved in the U.S  
Mother’s education level achieved in Congo:  
Mother’s education level achieved in the U.S.:  
Child’s education level achieved in Congo:  
Child’s current education level in the U.S.:  
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PART I:  Interview for the Parents 

1. Why did you come to the United States of America? 
2. What was your itinerary from Congo to Philadelphia?  
3. Did you stay in other locations before settling in 

Philadelphia? Where? 
4. How long have you been living in the U.S? 
5. How many children in your family attend K-12 in 

Philadelphia? 
6. What do you remember about your school(s) in Congo or other 

countries you lived in Africa? 
7. What subjects were taught in your school in Africa? 
8. What was the language used to teach in your school in 

Africa? 
9. Did you speak your native language in school?  

10. Was there a focus on some academic subjects over other 
subjects? If yes, please, explain. 

11. Are there differences between Congolese (African) and 
American schools? If so, please, explain.  

12. How did African teachers/parents handle children’s bad 
behavior such as fighting in class or talking back to the 
teacher? 

13. How do American teachers/parents handle children’s bad 
behavior such as fighting in class or talking back to the 
teacher? 

14. What would you describe as values important to Africans? 
15. What seems important to African and American teachers and 

schools?  
16. Are there differences between African and American school 

values?   
17. What are your expectations about your children with respect 

to academic, moral and social values?   
18. In what areas are you most satisfied with the education of 

your child/children? 
19. In what areas are you most dissatisfied? 
20. What would you like to do as a parent to help schools 

address the needs of Congolese children’s needs at school? 
21. What African values can contribute to education in America?  
22. Are there challenges and difficulties in sending your 

children to American schools? If so, please, explain. 
23. What would make attending school in America more positive 

for your child?  
24. What were the positive or negative stereotypes that 

Americans used to portray Africa and Africans?” 
25. What are your view of the differences and similarities 

between schooling in Africa and America? 
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PART II: Survey for the Parents 

A. Circle all the reasons and motivations for coming to 
the US: 
1. Difficult economic situation for my family in my 

country 
2. Political problems/dictatorship, lack of freedom, war 
3. Tribalism 
4. Family and cultural pressures 
5. Seek further training and education 
6. Need to provide better life for my family 

B. Are you satisfied with your child/children’s education 
in the U.S. schools? 
1. Highly satisfied 
2. Satisfied 
3. Less than satisfied 
4. Not satisfied 

C. Adjustment process  
 What would you do to help your children adjust to 

life in the US? 
1. Discuss my life experience with children 
2. Provide children with strategies to ignore and 

overcome adverse situations 
3. Share experiences with or seek advice from other 

parents who have similar experiences 
4. Talk to the children’s teachers at the school 

D. Expectations and Disappointments 
In what areas of your child’s education are you most 
disappointed? 
1. Academics too easy 
2. Academics too hard 
3. Moral and social life in school 
4. Violence 
5. Teachers’ attitude 

E. Differences in values between Congo and the U.S. 
What are the differences in values at home in Congo and 
in the US? 
1. Community life 
2. Unity 
3. Solidarity 
4. Respect for parents, adults and ancestors 
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F. What are some of the challenges, struggles and 
difficulties have you encountered?  
What challenges do you face by sending your children to 
American school?  

 
G. Satisfactions and Dissatisfactions  

What do you like most about American school? 
1. Children’s’ freedom, 
2. Academic 
3. Extra curricula activities (sports teams, clubs) 
4. Safety, and discipline 
5. School philosophy 
6. School building and free lunch and transportation 
7. Quantity of books and materials, school sponsored 

social activities (dances, trips, parties, etc.) 
 
H. What do you dislike most about America? 

1. Racism and discrimination. 
2. Drugs 
3. Violence 
4. The lack of sense of belonging 
5. Other (please identify) 

 
I. What do you miss most about African Schools? 

1. Family, friends and the friendly African atmosphere. 
2. The sense of belonging and recognition. 
3. Discipline, respect to teachers and adults. 

 
J. What do you resent about African schools?  

1. Lack of materials 
2. Poor building conditions 
3. Crowded classes 
4. The lack of books 
5. European centered curricula 
6. Other (please complete). 

 
PART III: Survey & Interview Questionnaire for the Parents 

A. Cultural Assimilation Questionnaire 
 
1. How well do you speak English? 
 (1) Fluent 
 (2) Good 
 (3) Fair 
 (4) Poor 
 (5) Not at all 
 



435 
 

 

2. How well do you read English? 
 (1) Fluent 
 (2) Good 
 (3) Fair 
 (4) Poor 
 (5) Not at all 
3. How well do you write English? 
 (1) Fluent 
 (2) Good 
 (3) Fair 
 (4) Poor 
 (5) Not at all 
4. Do you subscribe to any American newspapers (s)? 
 (1) Three or more 
 (2) Two 
 (3) One 
 (4) None 
 If you do, what is/are its/their names? 
5. What section of your paper do you favor the most? 
 (1) Political 
 (2) Economic 
 (3) Cultural 
 (4) Sports 
 (5) Advertisement 
 (6) Comics 
 (7) Education 
 (8) Other, please, specify 
6. Do you subscribe to any American magazine? 
 (1) Three or more 
 (2) Two 
 (3) One 
 (4) None 
 If you do, what is/are its name (s)? 
7. How frequently do you speak at home? 
 (1) Always 
 (2) Frequently 

(3) Occasionally 
 (4) Ever 
8. How do you feel about Congolese changing their names to  

American names? 
 (1) Strongly approve 
 (2) Moderately approve 
 (3) Undecided 
 (4) Moderately disapprove 
 (5) Strongly disapprove 
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9. How often do you eat Western food at breakfast? 
 (1) Always 
 (2) Frequently 
 (3) Occasionally 
 (4) Never 
10. How often do you eat Western food at lunch? 
 (1) Always 
 (2) Frequently 
 (3) Occasionally 
 (4) Never 
11. How often do you eat Western food at dinner? 
 (1) Always 
 (2) Frequently 
 (3) Occasionally 
 (4) Never 
12. Do you think some of the Congolese customs should no 
    longer be practiced because  

they delay acceptance of Congolese in to American 
society? 

 (1) Strongly agree 
 (2) Moderately agree 
 (3) Undecided 
 (4) Moderately disagree 
 (5) Strongly disagree  

If you agree, what specific customs should no longer 
be practiced in your opinion? 

13. Do you think Congolese languages, history, orals and 
customs should be taught to 
 your children? 
(1) Strongly agree 
(2) Moderately agree 
(3) Undecided 
(4) Moderately disagree 
(5) Strongly disagree 

 
B. Social Assimilation Questionnaire: 
 
1. Are you a member of any voluntary organization, such 

as a club or church? 
2. If given a choice, would you feel more comfortable to 

live in predominantly American neighborhood than 
African? 
(1) Definitely yes 
(2) Probably yes 
(3) Undecided 
(4) Probably no 
(5) Definitely no 
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3. Do you think it’s easier to make friends with 
Africans/Congolese than Americans? 
(1) Definitely yes 
(2) Probably yes 
(3) Undecided 
(4) Probably no 
(5) Definitely no 

4. Do you have any American friends in whom you can 
confide your personal problems? 
(1) Four or more 
(2) Three 
(3) Two 
(4) One 
(5) None 

5. Do you feel American accept you as their equal? 
(1) Definitely yes 
(2) Probably yes 
(3) Undecided 
(4) Probably no 
(5) Definitely no 

6. Would you say it is better for your children to play 
with American children than 

    with African/Congolese, if circumstances allow? 
(1) Definitely yes 
(2) Probably yes 
(3) Undecided 
(4) Probably no 
(5) Definitely no 

7. What do you think about interracial marriage between 
American and African or Congolese? 
(1) Strongly approve 
(2) Moderately approve 
(3) Undecided 
(4) Moderately disapprove 
(5) Strongly disapprove 

8. Do you plan to return to Congo or Africa? 
(1) Definitely yes 
(2) Probably yes 
(3) Undecided 
(4) Probably no 
(5) Definitely no 
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9. How often have you been invited by American to their 
homes in the last past year? Please, exclude business 
related invitations or meetings. 
(1) 10 times or more 
(2) 7-9 times 
(3) 5-6 times 
(4) 2 times 
(5) Once  
(6) Never 

10. How often have you invited American to your home in 
the past year? 
(1) 10 times or more 
(2) 7-9 times 
(3) 5-6 times 
(4) 2 times 
(5) Once  
(6) Never 

11. Do you have any Congolese friend in who you  can 
confide your personal  
problems?   
(1) Four or more 
(2) Three 
(3) Two 
(4) One 
(5) None 

12. How often do you visit your child’s school? 
(1) Once per month 
(2) Once every other week 
(3) Once a year 
(4) Never 

13. How often does your child’s teacher or school call you 
for your child’s discipline issue? 
(1) Very often 
(2) Sometimes 
(3) Few times  
(4) Never 
 

C. Questionnaire on Socio-economic Status 
1. Do you think your present income is the same as that 

of your co-worker? 
(1) Definitely yes 
(2) Probably yes 
(3) Undecided 
(4) Probably no 
(5) Definitely no 
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2. Do you think your present income is commensurate with  
the educational level you have achieved? 
(1) Definitely yes 
(2) Probably yes 
(3) Undecided 
(4) Probably no 
(5) Definitely no 

3. Do you think your present occupation is commensurate 
 with the educational level you have achieved: 
(1) Definitely yes 
(2) Probably yes 
(3) Undecided 
(4) Probably no 
(5) Definitely no 

4. Do you think there are chances for you to make it in 
America if you work hard? 

(1) Definitely yes 
(2) Probably yes 
(3) Undecided 
(4) Probably no 
(5) Definitely no 

 
D. Questionnaire on Social Economic and Demographic 

Characteristics 
 
1. Sex:  Male   Female     
 (Please, circle one) 
2. Age group: 18-24; 25-34; 35-44; 45 and older  
 (Please, circle one) 
3. Marital Status: Single; Married; Divorced; Widower or 

Widow (Please, circle one) 
4. Year or arrival in the USA: 
5. Year of arrival in Philadelphia: 
6. Type of residence: Own; Renting a house; Renting an   

Apartment (Please, circle one) 
7. The highest educational level achieved in Congo/Africa: 
7. The final occupation held in Congo/Africa: 
8. The highest educational level achieved in the USA: 
9. Current occupation held in the USA: 
10. Socio-economic Status: (Please, circle one) 

(1) Lower class 
(2) Lower middle class 
(3) Upper middle class 
(4) Upper class 
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11. Where is your residency? 
 (1) Downtown 
 (2) Inner city 
 (3) Suburb 
12. Family members living with you: 
 (1) Father 
 (2) Mother 
 (3) Children from age … to …. years old. 
13.  Are other members of your family in Congo? Yes or No.  

How many? 
14.  What are the other family members are still in 

Congo/Africa? 
 
E. Questionnaire on Commitment to Church Activities 
 

1. Are you affiliated with any Church? Yes or No 
2. If you are affiliated with a Church, what Church do 

you attend? 
3. How often have you attended Church services in the 

past year? 
(1) Every week 
(2) About twice a month 
(3) Once per month 
(4) About four times a year 

4. In addition to attending regular Church services, do 
you participate in other Church activities? Yes or No 

5. If yes, what are the activities? 
6. Did you attend Church when you were in Congo/ Africa? 

(1) Every week 
(2) About twice a month 
(3) Once per month 
(4) About four times a year 

7. What Church did you attend in Congo/Africa? 
8. What are the different types of satisfaction you 

derive from attending Church? 
9. What are the types of dissatisfaction? 

 
F. Adjustment Problems: 
 

1. What are difficulties and or problems you encounter 
today living in the USA? (Please, feel free to give as 
many details as possible: work, language, housing, 
paying bills, transportation, discrimination, health, 
etc.). 
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2. Please, list at least five things you like about 
American education and give some details: 

(1) Teachers 
(2) Curriculum content 
(3) Books and materials 
(4) Computer technology 
(5) Discipline 
(6) security for your child/children 
(7) Language 
(8) Other… 

3. Please, list at least five things you dislike about 
American education: 

a. Teachers 
b. Curriculum content 
c. Books and materials 
d. Computer technology 
e. Discipline 
f. security for your child/children 
g. Language 
h. Other… 

 
PART IV: Interview for the Children 

1.  Describe the school(s) you attended in Congo 
 (building?  School yard size? Security from 
 outsiders? School garden?  
 

2.  How far was the school from the community where you 
 lived?  
 

3.  How easy or difficult was it for parents or community 
 members to access the school building?  
 

4.  Describe the relationships between the school(s) you 
 attended and parents or community members.  
 

5.  In what ways were parents involved in school work and 
 activities in Congo (Africa)?  
 

6.  How did the school in Congo perceive the involvement 
 of parents and community members?  
 

7.  At what age did you begin to go to school?  
 

8.  How many children were in your school class or 
 classes? 
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9.  How many years were you in the elementary school?  
 

10. How many years were you in high school? 
 

11. What was the language of instruction in school in 
 Congo?  
 

12. What languages did you speak at home in Congo?  
 

13. How were your home languages viewed by the school in 
Congo? 

 
14. What are the differences between school rules in 

   Africa and America? 
 

15. What types of punishments do schools in Congo use? 
 

16. Are you happier here in America or would you rather 
 go back to Africa? Why? 
 

17. Was it easy or difficult for you to speak English 
  when you first arrive in the U.S.?  
 

18. How did you learn English? 
 

19. Did your classmates tease you because of your lack 
 of English or the way you spoke English? Please, 
  explain. 
 

20. What do you miss about Congolese school? 
 

21. Did you have books, school supplies, and computer 
 lessons in Congo?  
 

22. What are the things that were difficult or different
 for you when you first arrived in the U.S or in  
 Philadelphia? 
 

23. How long did it take you to be accepted by your 
 classmates? 
 

24. How much time did you spend on homework in Congo? How 
 much time do you spend on homework in the U.S? 
 

25.  Describe a typical school day in school in Congo. 
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26. Did you eat breakfast or lunch at home or in school 
 in Congo?  
 

27. What are the differences between teachers in Congo 
 (Africa) and America? 
 

28. What are the things you do to remind you of African 
 culture? 
 

29. Do you feel proud to be African? Why or why not? 
 

30. Is it difficult to keep African values in America? 
 Why or why not? 
 

31. What do you remember about school in Africa? 
 

32. Do you like African food, clothes, music, African 
 church, African association meetings? Why or why not? 
 

33. What do your parents do to help you keep African 
 values? 
 

PART V: Survey for Children 

Circle the items that apply to you: 

1. Do you like to go to school in America? 
a. Yes 
b. No 

 
2. Do you feel happy at school? 

a. Always 
b. Sometimes 
c. Never 

 
3. Do you get along well with American students?  

a. All of them 
b. Quite a few of them 
c. Some 
d. None. 

 
4. Do you think that the teachers like you? 

a. Always 
b. Sometimes 
c. Never 
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5. Do your classmates listen to you and respect you?  

a. Always 
b. Sometimes 
c. Never 

 
6. Do you feel disliked by teachers?  

a. Always 
b. Sometimes 
c. Never 

 
7. Do you feel disliked by American students? 

a. Always 
b. Sometimes 
c. Never 

 
8. Are your parents happy about your education: grades, 
discipline? 

a. Always 
b. Sometimes 
c. Never 
 

9. Do you feel comfortable asking questions after class? 
1. Yes 
2. No 
 

10. Does the teacher call on you less/more than other 
children every day? 

1. Yes 
2. No 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



445 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

APPENDIX E 

FIGURES AND MAPS 

 
 



 

 

446

FIGURES AND MAPS 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1. Factors that can Affect Congolese Immigrants’ 

School Success 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

447

 

 
 
Figure 2.  Map of African Countries 
 
AFRICA 
Size: 11,677,240 sq miles (30,244,050 sq km) 
Population: 922,011,000 (2005) 
 
Source: Population Division of the Department of Economic and 
Social Affairs of the United Nations Secretariat, World 
Population Prospects: The 2006 Revision and World Urbanization 
Prospects: The 2005 Revision, http://esa.un.org/unpp Retrieved 
September 12, 2007. 

http://esa.un.org/unpp Retrieved September 12�
http://esa.un.org/unpp Retrieved September 12�
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Map of the four national languages 

 

Figure 3.  Map of the Four Congolese National Languages 
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Figure 4.  Certificate for the Completion of Primary Education 
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Table 17. List of African Countries Represented in   
  Philadelphia 
 
 
Country Capital City 

 
Algeria Algiers 
Angola Luanda 
Cameroon Yaoundé 
Congo-Brazzaville Brazzaville 
Congo, Democratic republic of 
Congo 

Kinshasa 

Ethiopia Addis Ababa 
Eritrea Asmara 
Gabon Libreville 
Gambia Banjul 
Ghana Accra 
Ivory Coast/Cote d’Ivoire Abidjan 
Kenya Nairobi 
Liberia Monrovia 
Malawi Lilongwe 
Mali Bamako 
Mauritania Nouakchott 
Morocco Rabat 
Nigeria Abuja 
Senegal Dakar 
Sierra Leone Freetown 
Somalia Mogadishu 
South Africa Pretoria 
Sudan Khartoum 
Tanzania Dodoma 
Togo Lome 
Uganda Kampala 
Zimbabwe Lusaka 
Zimbabwe Harare 
Source:  Hepner, Tricia R. (2000). African Immigrants 
Directory: A Guide to Community Resources in the Greater 
Philadelphia (Philadelphia, the Balch Institute for Ethnic 
Studies, 2000). 
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Table 18. Persons Obtaining Legal Permanent Resident Status 
  by Broad Class of Admission and Region and   
  Country of last Residence: Fiscal Year 2006 
 

Region and 
country of last 

residence 

Total Family-
sponsored 

preferences 

Employment-
based 

preferences 

Immediate 
relatives of 

U.S. 
citizens 

Diversity Refugees 
and asylees 

Other 

REGION 

Total 1,266,264 222,229 159,081 580,483 44,471 216,454 43,546 

Africa 112,108 5,344 5,258 40,732 17,357 43,064 353 

Asia 411,795 82,003 76,577 178,359 8,447 64,748 1,661 

Europe 169,197 7,812 26,094 78,800 14,937 37,598 3,956 
North 
America 412,699 108,955 25,560 195,289 747 50,362 31,786 

Oceania 8,001 747 1,509 4,274 742 692 37 
South 
America 136,149 16,427 21,871 78,926 1,923 16,649 353 

Unknown 16,315 941 2,212 4,103 318 3,341 5,400 

COUNTRY-AFRICA 

Total 1,266,264 222,229 159,081 580,483 44,471 216,454 43,546 

Algeria 1,182 34 64 515 335 231 3 

Angola 240 11 28 88 8 104 1 

Benin 469 7 11 125 110 215 1 

Botswana 96 3 14 53 13 12 1 
Burkina 
Faso 262 7 19 150 43 39 4 

Burundi 162 - 3 13 18 127 1 

Cameroon 2,857 92 83 973 555 1,151 3 

Cape Verde 1,745 685 D 1,037 - D 14 
Central 
African 
Republic 28 - D D D 15 - 

Chad 66 - - D D 51 - 
Congo, 
Democratic 
Republic 428 10 15 30 35 337 1 
Congo, 
Republic 1,206 25 30 192 209 745 5 
Cote 
d'Ivoire 3,897 51 68 700 193 2,866 19 

Djibouti 95 - - 25 - 70 - 

Egypt 13,163 757 681 2,779 3,719 5,207 20 

Eritrea 1,117 39 7 375 102 594 - 

Ethiopia 13,395 505 98 4,242 3,180 5,359 11 

Gabon 88 - 8 55 11 14 - 

Gambia 1,138 34 38 503 33 448 82 

Ghana 10,330 755 267 6,712 1,051 1,529 16 

Guinea 2,358 28 33 420 33 1,817 27 
Guinea-
Bissau 30 - D D - 16 1 

Kenya 17,915 146 759 2,893 1,517 12,589 11 

Liberia 3,736 202 55 1,227 284 1,960 8 
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Region and 
country of last 

residence 

Total Family-
sponsored 

preferences 

Employment-
based 

preferences 

Immediate 
relatives of 

U.S. 
citizens 

Diversity Refugees 
and asylees 

Other 

Libya 180 14 11 103 15 37 - 

Madagascar 56 7 6 34 3 4 2 

Malawi 121 9 16 79 7 10 - 

Mali 421 14 38 275 10 59 25 

Morocco 4,704 228 216 2,707 1,507 34 12 

Mozambique 60 D 15 39 - D - 

Namibia 55 - 5 41 - 9 - 

Niger 126 - 8 110 D D 2 

Nigeria 12,517 1,177 791 7,090 2,868 556 35 

Rwanda 375 D D 38 17 306 - 

Senegal 1,558 76 88 969 76 339 10 
Sierra 
Leone 1,919 109 66 889 20 822 13 

Somalia 1,862 7 D 152 D 1,695 - 
South 
Africa 3,173 87 1,099 1,742 139 101 5 

Sudan 1,847 41 20 362 204 1,215 5 

Swaziland 21 D D 8 - 8 - 

Tanzania 976 39 67 537 64 264 5 

Togo 1,641 22 37 409 776 396 1 

Tunisia 485 9 66 354 43 13 - 

Uganda 1,548 38 106 556 68 777 3 

Zambia 822 19 83 418 27 273 2 

Zimbabwe 976 45 189 525 44 169 4 
D Data withheld to limit disclosure. 
- Represents zero. 
 
The source for the segments above were taken from U.S. 
Department of Homeland Security Fiscal year 2006 
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Table 19.  African Countries and Capital Cities 
 
African Countries     Capital Cities 
 
Algeria Algiers 
Angola Luanda 
Benin Porto Novo 
Botswana Gaborone 
Burkina Faso Ouagadougou 
Burundi Bujumbura 
Cameroon Yaoundé 
Cape Verde Praia 
Central African Rep. Bangui 
Chad N’djamena 
Comoros Moroni 
Congo Brazzaville 
Cote d'Ivoire Abidjan 
Djibouti Djibouti 
Egypt Cairo 
Equatorial Guinea Malabo 
Eritrea Asmara 
Ethiopia Addis Ababa 
Gabon Libreville 
Gambia Banjul 
Ghana Accra 
Guinea Conakry 
Guinea Bissau Bissau 
Kenya Nairobi 
Lesotho Maseru 
Liberia Monrovia 
Libya Tripoli 
Madagascar Antananarivo 
Malawi Lilongwe 
Mali Bamako 
Mauritania Nouakchott 
Mauritius Port Louis 
Morocco Rabat 
Mozambique Maputo 
Namibia Windhoek 
Niger Niamey 
Nigeria Abuja 
Rwanda Kigali 
Sao Tomi & Principe Sao Tom 
Senegal Dakar 
Seychelles Victorai 
Sierra Leone Freetown 
Somalia Mogadishu 
South Africa Pretoria 
Sudan Khartoum 
Swaziland Mbabane  
Tanzania Dodoma 
Togo Lome 
Tunisia Tunis 
Uganda Kampala 
Western Sahara   - 
Dem. Rep. of Congo Kinshasa 
Zambia Lusaka 
  

http://www.hmnet.com/africa/algeria/algeria.html�
http://www.hmnet.com/africa/angola/angola.html�
http://www.hmnet.com/africa/benin/benin.html�
http://www.hmnet.com/africa/botswana/botswana.html�
http://www.hmnet.com/africa/burkina/burkina.html�
http://www.hmnet.com/africa/burundi/burundi.html�
http://www.hmnet.com/africa/cameroon/cameroon.html�
http://www.hmnet.com/africa/central/central.html�
http://www.hmnet.com/africa/chad/chad.html�
http://www.hmnet.com/africa/comoros/comoros.html�
http://www.hmnet.com/africa/congo/congo.html�
http://www.hmnet.com/africa/cote/cote.html�
http://www.hmnet.com/africa/djibouti/djibouti.html�
http://www.hmnet.com/africa/egypt/egypt.html�
http://www.hmnet.com/africa/equatorial/equatorial.html�
http://www.hmnet.com/africa/eritrea/eritrea.html�
http://www.hmnet.com/africa/ethiopia/ethiopia.html�
http://www.hmnet.com/africa/gabon/gabon.html�
http://www.hmnet.com/africa/gambia/gambia.html�
http://www.hmnet.com/africa/ghana/ghana.html�
http://www.hmnet.com/africa/guinea/guinea.html�
http://www.hmnet.com/africa/guineabis/guineabis.html�
http://www.hmnet.com/africa/kenya/kenya.html�
http://www.hmnet.com/africa/lesotho/lesotho.html�
http://www.hmnet.com/africa/liberia/liberia.html�
http://www.hmnet.com/africa/libya/libya.html�
http://www.hmnet.com/africa/malawi/malawi.html�
http://www.hmnet.com/africa/mali/mali.html�
http://www.hmnet.com/africa/mauritania/mauritania.html�
http://www.hmnet.com/africa/morocco/morocco.html�
http://www.hmnet.com/africa/mozambique/mozambique.html�
http://www.hmnet.com/africa/namibia/namibia.html�
http://www.hmnet.com/africa/niger/niger.html�
http://www.hmnet.com/africa/nigeria/nigeria.html�
http://www.hmnet.com/africa/rwanda/rwanda.html�
http://www.hmnet.com/africa/senegal/senegal.html�
http://www.hmnet.com/africa/seychelles/seychelles.html�
http://www.hmnet.com/africa/sierraleone/sierraleone.html�
http://www.hmnet.com/africa/somalia/somalia.html�
http://www.hmnet.com/africa/southafrica/southafrica.html�
http://www.hmnet.com/africa/sudan/sudan.html�
http://www.hmnet.com/africa/swaziland/swaziland.html�
http://www.hmnet.com/africa/tanzania/tanzania.html�
http://www.hmnet.com/africa/togo/togo.html�
http://www.hmnet.com/africa/tunisia/tunisia.html�
http://www.hmnet.com/africa/uganda/uganda.html�
http://www.hmnet.com/africa/westernsah/westernsah.html�
http://www.hmnet.com/africa/zaire/zaire.html�
http://www.hmnet.com/africa/zambia/zambia.html�
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