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ABSTRACT 

  

Civic and political engagement is entwined into the framework of higher education and 

higher education institutions have intentionally incorporated this in their mission statements. 

Civic engagement often refers to passive activities like community service, partnership, and 

reciprocity with others in society while political engagement refers to activities that influence 

inherent interaction with the government, most common is voting (Verba et al., 1995). Verba and 

Nie’s (1972) defined political engagement using four elements: voting, campaign activities like 

membership or working for political organizations or donating, contacting public officials, and 

engagement in local communities that tackles local issues. The problem is that no model or 

robust framework exists that explains the student experiences of civic and political engagement 

in higher education. Furthermore, there is an absence of greater empirical studies on civic and 

political engagement regarding ethnic/racial students like Southeast Asian Americans (SEAA). 

There is little known about the pathways of civic and political engagement among Asian 

American college students. Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders (AAPI) trace their roots from 

East Asia, Southeast Asia, and the Indian subcontinent. Despite attempts on the disaggregation 

and heterogenization of Asian Americans’ civic and political engagement trends in research, 

there is still limited understanding of civic and political behaviors and attitudes based on 

ethnicity. Southeast Asian Americans often experience challenges that remain invisible in higher 

education. A phenomenological approach is utilized to analyze the interviews of seven Southeast 

Asian American college students. Five themes emerged from the data collected: Civic 

engagement as more accessible, political engagement driven by key issues, the intersectionality 

of Generation Z and political engagement, limited college influence, and ethnic identity as 

motivation for engagement. Overall, participants viewed civic activities as more accessible than 
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political engagement. There was a lack of comprehensive knowledge of what political 

engagement entailed other than voting. The participants were driven by specific issues to 

political engagement. These activities other than voting used channels like Instagram to engage. 

They perceived institutional messaging or outreach regarding engagement as absent. The 

participants had a positive experience in student organizations they were a part of, and these 

networks increased their civic and political awareness. The study was guided by the Asian 

Critical Race Theory. The tenets of Asian Critical Race Theory were particularly present when 

discussing their experiences and motivations for engagement. Issues related to Asian hate crimes 

that led participants to speak out, attend rallies, promotion of Asian-related stories via Instagram, 

voting out political leaders that they perceived propagated anti-immigrant and Asian 

discrimination were motivations for participation. These were reminiscent of Asian Critical Race 

Theory. Through disaggregation of data, the implication of this study hoped to refocus the 

attention of higher education on Southeast Asian Americans and address their unique needs to 

promote civic development among students. The implications from the findings included an 

increase in opportunity for higher education to refine definitions of engagement, removing 

barriers to college access for Asian Americans and Southeast Asian Americans, advancing the 

AAPI agenda in institutions and colleges, and connecting college students to Asian American 

leaders. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

  

  

Engagement is often broken down into two forms: civic and political engagement. Civic 

engagement has become a foundation of American democracy, which allows citizens to promote 

individual freedom and commit to the common good (Jacoby, 2009). Evaluating participation 

and activities of American civic duty is often broken down into two forms: political and civic 

engagement. John Dewey (1916) noted three essential elements of civic engagement that would 

be referred to in this study. This included activities that " should engage students in the 

surrounding community; it should be focused on problems to be solved rather than academic 

discipline; and it should collaboratively involve students and faculty” (as cited in Jacoby, 2009, 

p. 11). While political engagement includes four elements: voting, campaign activities like 

membership or working for political organizations or donating, contacting public officials, and 

engagement in local communities that tackles local issues (Verba and Nie, 1972). In addition to 

teaching college students’ democratic principles, civic engagement also increases their 

proficiency in analytical skills, as well as verbal and cognitive aptitude in rationally 

understanding political rhetoric, processes, and events. 

 Higher education has been a proponent in increasing political and civic engagement and 

integrating this as part of its mission through service learning, civic-focused curriculum, 

volunteering, and political education. Niel et al. (1996) linked years of formal education to the 

development of democratic constructs and attitudes. However, there is slow growth in creating a 

robust curriculum to integrate political and civic engagement as a part of student learning 

outcomes. Thomas Ehrlich (2000) has publicly lamented the lack of transformation of higher 

education and its advocacy for democratic education since its gradual rise. This criticism has not 
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resulted in the stronger incorporation of educating students of civic responsibility as a central 

priority (Stamm, 2009). Civic and political engagement is the lowest within ethnic and racial 

groups that have a significant number of immigrants (Ong & Scott, 2009). Honing the civic and 

political mindsets and behaviors is especially critical for those who experience inequality and 

marginalization within higher education. Literature on Asian Americans and the model minority 

myth perpetuates the narrative that Asians are wealthy, hard-working, law-abiding, and have a 

higher academic achievement compared to other minority groups (Museus & Kiang, 2009). It 

perceives Asian Americans as a monolithic group who do not encounter challenges that 

marginalized minority groups do in the United States. It suggests that Asians have little disparity 

with whites as they can triumphantly assimilate into mainstream American society (Kye & Lee, 

2016). According to Lien (2001), perceptions of the general Asian American population include 

being “super achievers in the socioeconomic sphere, underachievers in political participation, 

and perpetual outsiders to the mainstream culture” (p. 178-179). But literature has also purported 

that they are least likely to vote in presidential elections (Godsay et al., 2010; Lien, 2004; Pew 

Research Center, 2013). This false ideology conceptualizes Asians as shy, apolitical, and 

disinterested in American civic processes. The experience of Asian Americans often comes with 

overcoming model minority stereotypes, which is valuable when it comes to their political and 

civic engagement. 

Despite polarizing socio-historical and cultural narratives between Asian subethnic 

groups, studies are often aggregated by ethnicity and observe Asian Americans as a homogenous 

group. Asian Americans trace their roots to countries from East Asia, Southeast Asia, and the 

Indian subcontinent. Each region brings distinctive culture, histories, language, and values, 

(Budiman & Ruiz, 2021). Each characteristic influenced their path to assimilation, educational 
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achievement, and socioeconomic mobility in the United States. It is particularly valuable to 

highlight Southeast Asians and their experiences which considerably differ from other Asian 

subethnic groups. Despite this, their presence in scholarly literature remains invisible. The SEAA 

population is complex and maybe one of the most misunderstood and forgotten ethnic groups 

within the Asian racial group and higher education. For instance, Hmong, Cambodian, Filipinos, 

and Vietnamese communities experienced an immense amount of growth within the last few 

decades compared to other Asians like the Chinese, Japanese, and Koreans (Uy et al., 2016). 

They also make up the population that is below the median household income among all 

Americans (SEARAC, 2013). SEAA encounters many more challenges than other Asian 

American ethnicities in the United States such as poverty, truancy, English fluency, and low 

educational attainment (Ngo & Lee, 2007). However, understanding of their college experience 

and outcomes are often masked due to the constant aggregation of data by ethnicity. 

There is an increase of scholarly interest regarding Asian American young adults’ civic 

and political engagement to predict the future of the community and its civic and political 

participation (Vanada, 2010). But there is a limited understanding of the diversity of the patterns 

of civic engagement with the Asian American young adult population. Empirical studies on the 

specific elements and indicators that affect Asian American college student civic and political 

engagement remains limited (Museus et al., 2016). Specifically, there is little known with 

regards to how SEAA ethnicity and higher education influence their civic and political 

engagement. Furthermore, the model minority stereotype often debilitates Asian Americans and 

disregards the adversity that they experience in adapting to American society, this is especially 

harmful with the SEAA community that are unstudied (Museus & Truong, 2009). For this study, 

Southeast Asians (SEAA) are those from Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia, Hmong, Thailand, and the 
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Philippines (CARE, 2008; Center for Southeast Asian Studies, n.d.). Higher Education takes 

accountability for educating students in engagement but lacks the inclusive knowledge to do so. 

Ngo and Lee (2007) stressed that there are gaps within Asian American research. Disaggregated 

research can illustrate the diversity within the community that is imperative to address, especially 

with the current dispositions of Asians in America. To do so, a historical context of civic and 

political engagement and the emerging presence of SEAA in higher education is necessary to 

understand. 

Background Literature 

  

This study explored the intersection of SEAA students’ civic and political engagement 

and higher education. The background literature will provide an overview and understanding of 

the development of civic and political engagement in institutions and colleges, aggregation of 

data on Asian Americans as a monolithic group, participation of Asian Americans in both 

engagements, and sociohistorical background of Southeast Asians. This literature will help 

understand the importance of the implications of this study in higher education.  

Slow Growth of Civic and Political Engagement in Higher Education 

  

Civic engagement has been an integral part and mission of higher education in the United 

States. However, there is a lack of agreement as to what civic engagement truly constitutes. 

The slow growth of civic and political engagement in higher education could be due to the lack 

of a cohesive definition (Stamm, 2009). Brady (1999) emphasizes that political participation is 

observable as he describes it as “action by ordinary citizens directed toward influencing some 

political outcomes” (p. 737). Civic education in higher education is defined as “institutional 

leaders, faculty, student affairs personnel, and the professionals and graduate students who 

usually work in the trenches of service learning, leadership development, campus activities, and 
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civic engagement” (Stamm, 2009, p. 2). The term is described as broad. Levine (2011) 

mentioned misconceptions of what civic engagement is due to the lack of cohesion in accepting 

one definition of civic engagement by higher education institutions. Cook (1985) noted that civic 

engagement and learning within the youth population was still a “bear market” (as cited in 

Levine, 2011). Kezar (2004) reviewed over thirty higher education institutions’ mission and 

learning outcomes and found that only three have specifically defined civic engagement. 

Institutions vary in culture and those who are more diverse have different political, social, and 

cultural ideologies, while monolithic campuses have the same cultural and social backgrounds 

such as predominantly White campuses. Nevertheless, for students to successfully learn about 

democracy and citizenship, they must be able to comprehend their own identity and cohesively 

function with others who are from different social and cultural backgrounds (Levine, 2011). 

However, established goals and concrete understanding in respect to the definition of civic 

engagement in higher education continue to be murky. 

Aggregate Data of Asian Americans                                                                                     

 Between 2000 and 2010, there was a rapid population growth across ethnic groups. 

Specifically, the Asian population grew about 72% between 2000 and 2015 from 11.9 million to 

20.4 million (Lopez et al., 2017). Asians are often portrayed as scapegoats in the United States 

with its long history of racism, oppression, and discrimination. Political rhetoric is plagued with 

racism and this nation's history of legislative exclusion has fueled discrimination against Asians 

in the United States (Strochlic, 2020). Research on the relationship between Asian Americans 

and educational outcomes is often aggregated and reveals that students are high achieving and 

excel in many areas of academia. East Asian American (Chinese, Japanese, and Korean) students 

are often overrepresented in colleges because they are typically the Asian ethnic groups that are 
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academically successful (Ng et al. 2017). Asian Americans have led other populations in median 

household income, education. Reportedly, they are the fastest-growing racial-ethnic group in the 

United States (Pew Research Center, 2012). According to a nationwide survey conducted by the 

Pew Research Center in 2017, Asian Americans overall, are about as economically well-off as 

the whole U.S. population (Lopez, et al., 2017). From the same survey, it was reported that 

Asians are less likely to live in poverty in comparison to the rest of the American general 

population. Aggregate data on Asian achievements in the United States often masks the 

disparities that are happening amongst Asian ethnic subgroups like Southeast Asian Americans. 

Asian Americans and Civic Engagement           

 

Currently, Asian Americans hold the record in the fastest-growing population of eligible 

voters out of all the minority groups (Budiman, 2020). Asian American voter turnout increased 

in the 2020 election where it increased from 2.8 million in 2016 to 3.9 million in 42 states 

(Ramakrishnan & Sadhwani, 2021). The 2020 election saw the highest increase in AAPI voter 

turnout (Ramakrishnan, 2021). According to the Asian American Voter Survey (AAVS) pre-

election survey in 2020, 54% of all Asian Americans supported Joe Biden for president while 

30% of Asian Americans, particularly 48% of Vietnamese Americans supported Donald Trump. 

For instance, Vietnamese Americans were more likely to be Republicans, as compared to other 

Asian Americans (AAPI Data, 2018). Eligible voters also vary in the proficiency of the English 

language, which shows educational disparities between groups of voters. According to AAPI 

Data (2018), 91% of Japanese American eligible voters report that they are proficient in English 

compared to 49% of Burmese Americans and 51% of Vietnamese Americans. Asian American 

eligible voters have the highest levels of educational attainment amongst racial and ethnic 

groups. Half of the Asian American eligible voters have at least a bachelor’s degree in 
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comparison to White (34%), Black (20%), or Hispanic (18%) eligible voters (AAPI Data, 2018). 

According to the U.S. Census Bureau (2009), the voting percentage in the 2008 presidential 

election was 66% non-Hispanic Whites, 65% Black, 49% Asians, and Hispanics. From the recent 

2020 election, the voting rates for Asian American adult citizens remain low (49%) compared to 

whites (65.3%) and Blacks (59.4%) (Padmanabhan, 2020). More recent data from the 2020 

election showed that only 2 out of 5 Asians were contacted by their political affiliations. Parties 

historically forget the minority block of voters that could significantly change the outcome of the 

election (Yam, 2020). Surveys amongst young AAPIs showed that 50% who would vote for 

Biden was not necessarily because they supported him but wanted to vote against Trump (Yam, 

2020). Interestingly, many of these Asian American eligible voting characteristics do not reflect 

the patterns of SEAA who suffer from low educational attainment, low English fluency, and 

usually fall within lower median household income. 

Southeast Asians: An Emerging Presence 

 

Filipino. Literature on SEAA students have often correlated their academic achievement 

to their culture, colonization, and refugee stories (Ngo & Lee, 2007). The model minority 

stereotype is often used to assume that Asian Americans like Filipinos are undeserving of 

support programs in higher education. Filipinos were the first ones to be removed from 

affirmative action protection in California in the 1980s. Filipinos are one of the fastest-growing 

populations under the Asian American umbrella (U.S. Census, 2010). The identities of many 

Filipino immigrants have been influenced by the United States even before immigration. Their 

immigration is deeply rooted in the long-standing relationship between the United States and the 

Philippines (Espiritu, 2003). This history originates from the conquest and exploitation of the 

United States in the Philippines during neocolonialism. Their American immigration stories were 
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motivated by socioeconomic mobility, where they arrived as laborers, domestic service 

personnel, and healthcare workers. By 2010, half of the Filipino population were foreign-born 

(U.S. Census, 2010). In 2015, there were 3,899,000 Filipinos in the United States (Pew Research 

Center, 2017). About 82% of Filipinos, both U.S. and foreign-born, were proficient in English. 

Thirty-seven percent of Filipino adults over the age of 25 years old had a bachelor’s degree. 

However, that number was still low in comparison to other races. Only 30% of foreign-born 

Filipinos attained a bachelor’s degree in comparison to 40% U.S.-born Filipinos. The Pew 

Research Center (2017) also reported that 7.5% of all Filipinos were living in poverty while the 

average median household income was $80,000. The educational achievement of Southeast 

Asians like Filipinos is often under-examined due to the racialization of Asians in America. 

Vietnamese. Experts have found that Vietnamese educational attainment is much more 

celebrated than in other Asian ethnicities because, despite the little resources, they have managed 

to be successful. A survey from a 2006-2008 American Community found that 65.8% of 

Cambodians, 66.5% of Laotian, 63.2% Hmong, and 51.1% of Vietnamese did not attend college 

(Ng et al., 2017). Many Vietnamese students who are from refugee families do well in school 

despite possibly coming from low-income families and schools that are poorly resourced (Zhou 

& Bankston, 1998). Research on their success distinctly highlights their attendance in selective 

colleges and high scores in standardized tests (Ngo & Lee, 2007). However, there is also 

substantial research on the struggles within the Vietnamese community, who are often detached 

from American culture. They often perceive themselves as outsiders who end up living in 

unstable and dejected environments (Ngo & Lee, 2007).  

Hmong. Other Southeast Asians like Hmong Americans may have cultural differences 

that are found to be a common factor in their educational success (Ngo & Lee, 2007). Although 
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other factors such as English fluency, socioeconomic status, as well as poor educational 

preparation are criticized to be the cause of their failure in academia; parental involvement and 

cultural barriers have also been found as common challenges. Studies have also found 

generational differences in academic achievements. Second-generation Hmong Americans are 

more likely to drop out in high school and commit truancy (Faderman, 1998). Hmong families 

have been found to have more interest in their children’s behavior rather than their education. On 

the contrary, there is also growing research that shows that Hmong students who are bicultural 

tend to be more successful. In addition, Hmong families believe that education is the solution to 

socioeconomic mobility. 

Cambodian. Similar to Hmong American students, Cambodian students experience 

truancy and underachievement. They score lower on standardized exams, have higher dropout 

rates, and lower GPA compared to Vietnamese and Hmong students (Goldberg, 1999). Literature 

has been mixed with regards to the influence of culture on their educational attainment. The 

absence of parental involvement in their children’s education has also been attributed to their 

culture and religion. According to Ong and Lee (2017), the general Cambodian attitude towards 

education is more laissez-faire in comparison to the American mainstream belief in individual 

efforts in educational success. This antithetical belief is perceived to have directly affected their 

students’ pursuit of education as well as how teachers may perceive their interest in education 

(Ong & Lee, 2017). Similar to other Southeast Asians, research has also indicated poverty, 

gender roles, and racism as factors of Cambodian underachievement.  

Many AAPI students who are predominantly from Southeast Asian ethnic backgrounds 

are from lower-income families and are often the first in their families to attend college. Lopez et 

al. (2017) reported that Asians are less likely than the general U.S. population to live in poverty 
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based on a 2015 survey. In contrast, nine out of the 19 Asian groups assessed in Lopez et al.’s 

literature had a higher rate of poverty than the national average. These subgroups include the 

Hmong, Bhutanese, and Burmese populations. Despite the assumption that Asian Americans are 

successful, a larger number of AAPIs are struggling financially, particularly Southeast Asians, 

whose needs are often forgotten and neglected. These ethnic subgroups are students who are 

continuously at risk academically, have lower graduation rates, and suffer from higher rates of 

unemployment (Museus & Kiang, 2009). 

The Model Minority Stereotype and Impact in Southeast Asian American Education 

 

The model minority stereotype has been perpetuated by the mainstream media since the 

1960s (Zhang, 2010). It was also used to minimize how racism plays into the persistent 

challenges of other racial and ethnic groups. During the Civil Rights movement, where there 

were serious challenges against racism and white supremacy, many of the racist political powers 

fought back by pointing out that since Asian immigrants are extremely successful, social 

injustices are not real. According to Richards (1996), “Asian Americans were deeply aware of 

the dominance and sovereignty of Whites in America and the world; they gave this dominance a 

wide berth and did not really understand those who did not’’ (p. 138). Asian immigrants try to 

assimilate to embody the political narrative of this stereotype. Due to this stereotype, Asian 

Americans are often excluded from academic research since they are often perceived as a 

minority group who do not experience oppression or discrimination. In comparison to the East 

Asian migration back in the early 1800s, the mass migration of SEAA was due to genocide and 

civil wars in the 1970s. Although Asian Americans have the highest household income among 

any racial or ethnic group with an average of $105,000, SEAA like Burmese Americans has the 
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lowest at $69,000 (Budiman, 2020). The poverty rates among SEAA are higher than the national 

average (SEARAC, 2013). 

Like other Asian Americans, the model minority stereotype has often been influenced by 

the way American society perceives SEAA. It portrays Asian American college students as 

successful, intellectual, favored by academic professors, and as needing little additional 

educational support. But this is not a reflection of the SEAA college students. Many AAPI 

students who are predominantly from Southeast Asian ethnic backgrounds are from lower-

income families and are often the first in their families to attend college. This population like the 

Hmong, Cambodians, Vietnamese, and Laotian have lower rates of bachelor’s degrees than any 

other ethnic group in the nation. According to Uy et al. (2016), 51% of Vietnamese, 63% of 

Hmong, and 65% of Cambodian and Laotians who are above 25 years of age have not attended 

college. The model minority stereotype is often used to assume that Asian Americans like 

Filipinos are undeserving of support programs in higher education. SEAA students continue to 

remain overlooked in higher education policies. 

 Asians characterized as law-abiding citizens, passive, and submissive are often forgotten, 

which is detrimental in the pervasive exclusion of equal opportunities and resources (Vanada, 

2010). Contrary to the popular belief that Asians are overrepresented in Ivy Leagues and highly 

selective schools, SEAA students are overrepresented in two-year colleges and lower rank four-

year colleges (Buenavista et al., 2009). However, studies are meager that directly focus on the 

impact of the model minority stereotype on SEAA students (Ngo & Lee, 2007). This is 

especially consequential because SEAA groups have fewer available college opportunities and 

resources compared to other Asian ethnic students (Ngo & Lee, 2007). Literature on SEAA 

students have often correlated their academic achievement to their culture and immigration 
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stories (Ngo & Lee, 2007). But there are limited empirical studies on their college educational 

experience and outcomes. 

Research Problem 

 

Southeast Asian American college students’ civic and political behavior is largely 

unstudied due to the constant aggregation of empirical data of Asian American civic engagement 

trends and patterns. Therefore, it is imperative to highlight their experience and how higher 

education institutions have motivated their overall civic and political engagement. The institution 

of higher education plays a vital part in their learning, but understanding is deficient on how it 

plays a role in SEAA’s civic and political engagement. Ngo and Lee (2007) stated that although 

there is an acknowledgment of how culture affects the education of SEAA students, there is a 

failure to grasp how higher education-related opportunities influence their civic and political 

behaviors. The constant aggregation of Asian Americans as a monolithic group in research has 

caused an overall misrepresentation of group narratives and underrepresentation in higher 

education (Ngo & Lee, 2007). The problem is that there is a gap that has not addressed the civic 

and political engagement of SEAA college students and the influence of higher education in this 

learning outcome. 

Purpose of Study 

 

The purpose of this study was to explore the phenomena of SEAA college students’ civic 

and political engagement for students engaging in student organizations. A crucial consideration 

is the intersection of SEAA ethnic identity and its influence on their college experience. Thus, 

using the phenomenology method, this study focused on bridging the gap by exploring SEAA 

college students’ civic and political engagement attitudes and behaviors and the influence of 
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higher education and their ethnic identity. SEAA students are those who identified themselves as 

Laotian, Cambodian, Thai, Vietnamese, Filipino, and Hmong. 

Significance of the Study 

 

Ethnically disaggregated data for AAPIs in higher education will illuminate the 

educational failures as well as gaps in the college experience and academic success of forgotten 

groups within the Asian population compared to what aggregated studies show. Aggregate data 

shows that Asian college students’ civic and political engagement trends are consistent with 

lower voting behaviors, obstacles in political engagement, and a general interest in volunteering 

specifically concerning issues within their ethnic community. But most of these data lack ethnic 

representation from SEAA college students (Ngo & Lee, 2007). Thus, this study hoped to 

combat the model minority stereotype by disaggregating data on Asian American civic 

engagement based on ethnicities to best understand the complexities of civic and political 

engagement among AAPIs (Amnå, 2012). Studies on Asian American civic engagement is 

considered a new phenomenon (Lien et al., 2008). Empirical studies on civic engagement and 

students of color often lump Asian Americans with other ethnic and racial groups. Critics of 

civic education have argued that educators should draw from the experiences of their ethnic 

students to invigorate them in becoming civically engaged (Foster‐Fishman et al., 2010). Thus, 

the findings in this study sought to increase awareness on how higher education can address the 

disparities that SEAA students experience in engagement that specifically draws on their own 

experiences and issues as an ethnic group. 

Using the phenomenological methodology, this study’s primary goal was to encapsulate 

the meaning of civic and political engagement for the SEAA participants in their own words. 

This study contributed to growing empirical studies of two areas: SEAA’s college experience 
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and civic and political engagement. It aimed to draw attention to SEAA students who are often 

marginalized and forgotten in higher education. The following were the research questions that 

guided this study: 

Research Questions 

  

1. What are the civic and political engagement attitudes and behaviors of Southeast Asian 

American college students engaged in student organizations? 

2. How do opportunities in higher education influence the perception of civic and political 

  

engagement of Southeast Asian American college students? 

  

3. What factors of Southeast Asian ethnic identity affect Southeast Asian American college 

students’ civic and political engagement? 

Definition of Terms 

  

Examining community involvement comes in two forms of participation: civic and political 

engagement. For this study, the following definitions were used to help distinguish the difference 

between civic and political engagement. However, during the interview, students were asked to 

define civic and political engagement in their own words to determine how knowledgeable they 

were about these terms. 

Civic Engagement: This term is a broadly construed concept regarding the range of activities 

between community and political participation. Civic engagement often does not have a standard 

definition. Although civic engagement is an overarching concept, for this study, civic 

engagement referred to actions revolving around passive activities such as public work, 

community engagement, community activities, and the progression of public knowledge (Jacoby, 

2009). 
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Political Engagement: Included participation in activities like voting, monetary contributions to 

a candidate or a political party, campaign involvement including events, and direct contact with 

the official office (Pew Research Center, 2014). 

Ethnic Identity: Referred to the individual's sense of belonging to ethnicity or ancestral origin 

which could include shared thinking, feeling, behaviors, culture, customs, beliefs, religion, 

and/or language (Cheryan & Tsai, 2017). 

Southeast Asian Americans (SEAA): Asian Americans from Hmong, Philippines, Vietnam, Laos, 

Thailand, and Cambodia. 

 AAPI: AAPI referred to Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders. Asian Americans and Pacific 

Islanders consist of over 40 various ethnic Asian groups with different languages, immigration 

histories, socioeconomic status, and educational levels (Museus & Kiang, 2009). 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

There is an increase in scholarly interest in Asian American young adults’ civic and 

political engagement to understand their behavior and attitudes, the dire future of the community, 

and their presence in American democracy. This section will provide a review of the literature 

across four areas of research: civic engagement in higher education, Asian American civic and 

political engagement, the influence of model minority stereotypes in higher education, Southeast 

Asians in higher education, racial biases against Asian American leadership. Surveys of these 

journals provided insight into the current empirical findings regarding these areas and 

exemplified the value of examining their intersections. It also illustrates the gaps and dearth in 

the literature that directly assesses SEAA civic and political engagement in higher education. 

Civic Engagement in Higher Education 

 

College is said to be the formative time in developing students as contributing citizens of 

American democracy (Barnhardt et al., 2015). Higher Education is where they develop the 

concept and importance of social change as well as democratic participation. Therefore, the way 

college campuses create a climate in integrating knowledge and disposition as a citizen in the 

local, national, and global community through learning outcomes is imperative. The following 

section summarizes empirical studies on the college student experience of civic and political 

engagement, the influence of higher education on student behaviors, as well as leadership 

development. 

Major learning outcomes in higher education go beyond grades. Civic engagement has 

been part of institutional missions but not rigorously assessed on whether they are reaching this 

goal. Beaumont et al.’s (2006) quantitative design used pre-and post-survey on the effects of 21 

universities offering courses and programs across the United States that hold a pedagogy on 
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political knowledge and skills. Participants reported an increase in political knowledge through 

these programs. And with the combination of these courses and additional politically related 

programming created an impact on students who initially had a lower sense of identity as 

politically active people. Beaumont et al.'s results provide the support that carefully integrated 

courses and programs involving key dimensions of political engagement significantly impact 

student comprehension, skills, and commitment to political engagement. 

Yob and Ferraro (2013) conducted an interview study with Walden University students, 

faculty, and alumni to gain a better understanding of their experience in political activities and 

working with policymakers. The participants reported that political engagement, activism, and 

policy changes play a major and lasting role in social change. This study suggests that the 

application of skills and knowledge from an academic curriculum that includes hands-on 

learning increases confidence in engagement and stimulates interest to commit to such activities. 

Their study parallels Beaumont et al.’s (2006) study that illustrates how hands-on learning and 

high engagement integrated into academic curricula can increase civic and political engagement. 

Long term impact of civic education has also been noted as one of the contributions of higher 

education opportunities of engagement.  Fenzel and Peyrot (2005) examined college community 

participation and its effects on future behaviors and attitudes of engagement. They utilized phone 

surveys of 481 alumni students from a religious liberal arts college. They found that community 

service, as well as service-learning, had a positive long-term impact on the participants’ attitudes 

and behaviors towards personal and social responsibility. Alumni participants were involved in 

post-college opportunities of community service and service engagements. Only service-related 

activities that were highly engaging and exceptional such as reflection activities, increase in 

hours of service, and integration into curriculum had a high impact on their long-term attitudes 
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and behaviors of service-learning. This study contributes to the limited work on the long-term 

effects of service-learning and community service programs in college. However, more studies 

should focus on students of color and the long-term impact of civic and political engagement 

campus opportunities, which could differ from other groups. 

Higher education is regarded to have an impact in creating democratic citizens through 

various skills learned through institutional opportunities. Rubio et al. (2018) showed how 

opportunities like short-term service-learning (SL) experiences influence student development 

and civic engagement. They interviewed five students from a university in a racially diverse city 

that partnered with The Trenton Violence Reduction Strategy (TVRS). This program offered 

service-learning opportunities focused on reducing violence in their area. Emerging themes 

included how the TVRS participants felt that the program has given them the confidence to make 

a meaningful change in their community. Engagement with the population has made the 

participants more empathetic and cognizant of social injustices using the framework of power, 

oppression, and privilege. Rubio et al. not only illuminates the impact of service-learning, but 

also sheds light on the significance of the integration of civic opportunities to increase students’ 

skills, awareness, and knowledge of the constructs of citizenship and racial injustices that occur 

in society. However, the demographics of this survey did not illustrate diversity and 

representation of students of color from various backgrounds since participants were either 

Caucasian (40%) or Hispanic (60%) students. 

Civic Engagement and Students of Color 

 

Studies on civic and political engagement in higher education may not be representative 

of the ethnically diverse makeup of many institutions. Studies that would mostly have 

participants from a Caucasian background may not capture the perceptions of students of color 
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who may be motivated to engage differently, especially those who tend to experience social 

injustices. An example of this study is Einfeld and Collin’s (2018) examination of the 

perspective on social justice, multicultural competence, and civic engagement through 

participation in a long-term service-learning program. They interviewed nine participants from a 

university-sponsored program by AmeriCorps, which included seven White students and two 

Black students. The findings indicate that participation in a long-term service opportunity creates 

multicultural competence, awareness of privilege, and knowledge of social justice. Participants 

perceived that a “good citizen” is an active citizen as they expressed commitment and desire to 

give back to the community through their program. The study also indicated that participants had 

varying definitions of attitudes, and behaviors towards civic engagement. Its findings exhibit 

how higher education should provide more integrative and defined civic engagement learning 

outcomes through their initiatives and programming. This also stands as an example of the sparse 

empirical data of civic engagement perspective of students from racial/ethnic backgrounds in 

higher education. 

In focusing on students of color and their civic and political engagement attitudes and 

behaviors, Littenberg-Tobias and Cohen's (2016) study investigated civic engagement gaps 

between Whites and African American and Latino/a youths. Using surveys, they examined 

measurement models on how youths perceive civic items and structural models based on civic 

indicators with a sample of 903 middle and high school age students. They found that African 

Americans and Latino/a respondents were exposed to democratic practices differently than 

White Caucasian students. African American respondents showed more desire to participate in 

their community as compared with other groups. Latino/a students responded with a desire for 

items that related to community participation. Community and political engagement were 
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perceived differently based on race and ethnic backgrounds. African American respondents had a 

significantly lower relationship between civic knowledge and planned future civic engagement 

compared to White Caucasians and Latinos/as. Political engagement was influenced by their 

family and community. African Americans and Latinos/as encounter different struggles in 

American society. Latino/a who are much more diverse and dealt with immigration issues 

differently compared to African Americans. On the contrary, African Americans have a long-

shared history of oppression, slavery, and struggles for civil rights in the United States. This 

influenced the way they engaged in their communities. According to Littenberg-Tobias and 

Cohen (2016), youths with a college degree were more likely to engage with their public officials 

and be active in voicing their opinions about public legislations and issues compared to youths 

with just a high school diploma. They suggest that the gap in understanding civic engagement 

goes beyond the influence of educational achievement. Studies like Littenberg-Tobias and Cohen 

(2016) demonstrate how students from marginalized backgrounds who experience oppression 

and discrimination differ in attitudes and behaviors towards engagement, but this remains largely 

unstudied for other specific ethnic groups. 

Current measurements of youth civic and political engagement may not apply to ethnic 

and racial groups due to systematic racism, English fluency, disparities in education, and 

socioeconomic attainment that they experience. Groups who demonstrate to have more 

socioeconomic gains and social and cultural capital have a greater influence on the democratic 

processes like voting. Littenberg-Tobias and Cohen are one of the few studies that highlighted 

how students from diverse and marginalized backgrounds differ in motivation to be civically 

engaged. Future studies can continue to use CRT to examine other marginalized groups like 

SEAA. 
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Invisibility of Southeast Asians in Higher Education 

 

Literature on civic education suggests that civic and political engagement in higher 

education has a significant impact on students, however, many of the studies do not highlight the 

influence of ethnicity and culture on students from racial/ethnic backgrounds. For example, 

studies on SEAA’s attitudes and behaviors of civic and political engagement in higher education 

are almost invisible. Empirical data on their college experience that highlights their disparities 

are deficient. SEAA students are often neglected in higher education and there is a need for 

attention. SEAA college persistence has remained low compared to the national average 

(SEARAC, 2013). Uy et al.’s (2016) study evaluated the college and career readiness of SEAA 

undergraduate students. Guided by Bourdieu’s cultural capital theory and Conley’s college and 

career readiness framework, the study noted that the educational attainment and challenges of 

SEAA college students have been shrouded by the model minority stereotype. Their 

disadvantages in higher education have been concealed due to the idea that all Asians are 

academically successful and do not require additional support. Uy et al.’s (2016) sample 

included college students from a 4-year public university in New England. They used both 

surveys and focus groups of second-generation (born in the United States) and 1.5 generation 

(immigrated as a youth) students. Most of the respondents (83%) were second-generation 

students with English as the predominant language spoken at home. The focus group participants 

identified as (12) Cambodian, (10) Laotian, (14) Vietnamese, and (8) multiethnic. They found 

that participants felt generally prepared for college and had behaviors to succeed like goal-setting 

skills. They also found that institutional agents played a critical role in their progress. 

Participants stated that they were not provided enough support or were unable to find role 
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models on campus who were able to assist with career readiness. Overall, most participants were 

academically inclined but indicated that they still struggled in college and felt unprepared for 

their careers. Since Uy et al.’s participants were considered academically above average for 

SEAA students, it did not reflect the SEAA students who are known to have challenges in 

education. Studies on SEAA’s college experience are infrequent. Uy et al.’s study was one of the 

first ones to examine SEAA college and career readiness. At the time, there was no other 

literature that provided additional support with regards to how post-secondary institutions 

supported these students. This is indicative of the need to study the experiences of SEAA college 

students. 

Cultural Connections 

 

 Understanding how cultural connections affect the successes of SEAA students in higher 

education can help provide a glimpse into their motivation to engage in college opportunities 

including civic and political engagement. Using a qualitative method and Tinto’s theory of 

student integration, Museus, Shiroma, and Dizon’s (2016) purpose of the study was to encourage 

higher education scholars and practitioners to better comprehend the factors that influence SEAA 

students' success. They were guided by three main questions: Are there types of cultural 

community connections that SEAA creates in college? How, if there's any, do these connections 

promote persistence within these students? How do they make sense of these connections in 

college? Their participants included Cambodian, Vietnamese, Hmong, and Laotian students. 

Their findings revealed that there are three types of critical cultural community connections. 

They found that connections with someone from the same background can shape the 

participant’s experiences in college. Secondly, the epistemological cultural connections allow 

them to share and engage in opportunities in learning about their cultural communities. Lastly, 
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they found that transformational cultural connections can positively alter the participant's 

community where they can take advantage of engagement opportunities in their cultural 

community and give back. 

Previous studies support the conclusion that cultural connections are important for SEAA 

students (Kiang, 2009). However, Museus et al.’s (2016) study are the first to comprehensively 

analyze cultural connections that directly affect SEAA college persistence. The researchers 

indicate that they are the first to tackle the role of cultural community connections in the 

experiences of 1.5 and second-generation SEAA students. SEAA college experience, persistence, 

and success go beyond course completion and grades. The pattern of being the first to study 

certain indicators of success is evident in the need for this study. 

Museus et al.’s (2016) study found a positive experience and increase in community 

engagement through cultural affiliations offered by the college where the participants attended. 

They reported that co-curricular programs and ethnic student organizations became outlets for 

participants to give back to their community and create positive connections with their cultural 

networks. Participants who were in a student cultural organization claimed that student success 

initiatives encouraged them to be more involved where they became more cognizant of the issues 

within their community. Although this study focused on persistence, further investigation could 

explore how SEAA’s cultural connections, expanded by opportunities in higher education, can 

directly affect civic mindedness which this proposed study will explore.  

Museus and Mueller’s (2018) study investigated the implications of higher education to 

foster success among SEAA students using the grounded theory as a framework. They used a 

qualitative approach to indicate characteristics of institutional agents that have assisted SEAA in 

college to cultivate their social capital. They used two types of purposeful sampling to acquire 
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participation of students from various ethnic backgrounds, majors, institutional types, as well as 

college levels. They had 34 SEAA undergraduate students participate from five public 4-year 

colleges and universities around the nation. Museus and Mueller found four major themes: 

institutional agents who helped SEAA students foster their social capital shared similar 

educational experiences and cultural backgrounds: racial, ethnic, and cultural similarities 

facilitated a trusting environment; this connection humanized their interactions with students, 

and similar characteristics eventually lead to a mentor-mentee relationship. Museus and Mueller 

found that social capital, trust, relationships, and philosophy are foundations to understanding the 

impact of institutional agents on SEAA students. Museus and Mueller’s findings were 

advantageous in considering implications of higher education for SEAA college experience and 

how institutional agents can increase motivation in engagement. 

Conversely, focusing on how SEAA students are engaging in college opportunities and 

the influence of their ethnicity could be beneficial. Studies like Trieu (2018) purport that the 

inclusion of Asian American Study (AAS) courses on college campuses has a personal effect on 

students from similar backgrounds. Trieu focused on the growing number of Asian American 

Studies (AAS) programs, Asian ethnic organizations, and its influence on SEAA college 

students’ pan-ethnic identity with 50 in-depth interviews of 1.5 and second-generation SEAA 

students. Through the grounded theory approach, the SEAA participants pointed out that AAS 

classes helped them understand their positionality within the United States, which is a perception 

of a hyphenated identity as SEAA. Trieu's study (2018) found that AAS courses and Asian 

ethnic organizations evoked assertion of contextual pan-ethnic identity as well as hyphenated 

American identity. AAS courses also emphasized identity construction for Asian American sub-

ethnic groups. Trieu reported rejection of the term “Asian American” among participants 
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because it did not fully describe their identity and was “not a personal enough term” (p. 526). 

Others embraced contextual pan-ethnicity and understood it as part of the larger narrative as 

Asian Americans which to them symbolizes solidarity at certain times. This hyphenated identity 

(e.g., Vietnamese- American) highlights the perception of AsianCrit’s transnational context 

when individuals are both connected to their native and American identity which is reflected in 

their behavior and thinking. These programs also increased cognizance of pre-existing racialized 

perceptions of Asians in the United States among the participants. Transnational context also 

involves navigating between ethnic and national identity to realize their positionality in the 

United States. Studies on the effects of the AAS curriculum show that it can increase SEAA 

students' understanding of their historical roots and pitfalls of the pan-ethnic identity. This 

research suggests that AAS courses and similar programming can also provide a connection to 

civic and political engagement. 

These studies are a valuable addition to the limited study on SEAA’s experience and 

outcomes in higher education. Many of these studies are considered “first” on SEAA college 

experience. Although the literature may not directly address civic and political engagement in 

higher education, it provides insight into how culture and ethnicity have impacted their 

educational experience. Findings from the literature above indicate that the value of cultural 

connections is influential in their behaviors in college. Campus cultures that reflect or support 

their students of color’s cultural backgrounds are shown to increase success. However, access to 

this is still diminutive in many higher education institutions. Yosso (2005) warned scholars that 

the value placed exclusively on knowledge de-emphasize the cultural knowledge that is present 

within marginalized students. It reiterates the value of cultural wealth among students of color. 
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Moreover, it addresses Ngo and Lee’s (2007) assertions on the specific attention of the influence 

of structural opportunities of SEAA students. Studies on college experience commonly 

incorporate student success theories but do not specifically integrate Asian ethnic culture as a 

factor of student success. This shrouds the emerging cultural and racial-related theories and 

concepts on student success. Studies that center on the influence of integrating culture in student 

success could adopt more culturally based theories and approaches. This is to understand how 

specific cultural communities and related higher education initiatives could influence student 

experience. It is also reflective of AsianCrit’s tenet of reconstructive history which allows 

reestablishment of learning about Asian Americans that highlights ethnic histories to nurture 

their consciousness as well as panethnicity. This is especially important when there is emerging 

evidence that culture plays a crucial role in college student experiences (Museus, 2011). Future 

studies should investigate how higher education influences SEAA students' experience in 

reaching other learning outcomes such as civic engagement and leadership, which is not often 

touched upon but especially complex considering the influence of the model minority stereotype. 

Asian American Leadership and Influence of Ethnicity 

 

Students from marginalized backgrounds have a set of skills, knowledge, and experiences 

that students from privileged backgrounds do not have. Their experiences can suppress or 

invigorate their civic participation and rise to leadership. Studies often disregard this factor. 

Kawahara et al. (2014) conducted a study with 14 Asian American leaders to understand their 

perception of becoming a leader. Through using semi-structured interviews, their findings 

garnered eight underlying themes. Kawahara et al. (2014) found the participants’ current 

leadership position was due to the influence of Asian values, negotiation of multiple identities, 

encouragement and collaboration with others, strong work ethic, emphasis on achievement and 
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excellence, responding to stereotypes, and mentorship. Leadership was operationally defined as 

holding a position of leadership that includes a title, duties, and oversight for at least a year (e.g., 

director, president). Asians are perceived as passive, submissive, agreeable, and polite (Xin, 

2004). The model minority stereotype creates a barrier in attaining leadership positions because 

of bias and racism against being seen as a fit leader. This study adds to the growing literature of 

Asian American leadership, which there is a lack of despite their perceived achievement. It also 

recognizes the discrimination and constant struggle that Asians experience as they assume larger 

roles that are seen as a White man’s place. Future studies could investigate the intersection of 

ethnic identities in the way it shapes leadership and engagement. 

The ideology of leadership development does not fit ethnic/racial groups. In addition, 

some of these barriers and the influence of the model minority stereotype could also be applied 

to SEAA leaders. This is supported by Sy, Tram-Quon, and Leung’s (2017) qualitative study on 

Asian Americans in which they examined key factors of leadership success. Their study had 39 

executives ranging from middle managers to CEOs, which consisted of first-generation leaders 

of East Asian descent. Concepts of traditional western leadership may not address the uniqueness 

of ethnic leaders nor their development into the role. They found that there are two competency 

domains (social and technical) with eight factors of success. Concerning these domains, they 

found that cultural acumen of both mainstream and Asian culture, communication, understanding 

social norms, cultural inclusion, rules on success, branding, career determination, and leadership 

aspiration were factors of success. Traditional leadership is culture-specific based on Western 

values, attitudes, and behaviors. Sy, Tram-Quon, and Leung (2017) highlight the different 

characteristics and motivations of underrepresented leaders in getting involved and how their 

ethnicity has influenced their leadership development. Higher Education is often considered the 
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institution that cultivates future leaders through its initiatives, yet there is a lack of study 

regarding Asian Americans, particularly SEAA’s experience on their engagement and leadership 

development in college. 

The model minority stereotype assiduously influences leadership development and civic 

and political engagement for many Asian Americans. Sy et al.’s (2010) study tested one of the 

major tenets of the connectional model of leadership to contextualized factors of race and 

occupation and influence on the perception of leadership and whether perceptions of Asian 

Americans as more technically skilled individuals than Caucasian Americans is true. They 

engaged in three studies to understand their three hypotheses. They compared Caucasian 

Americans and Asian Americans and occupational expectations of engineers and salespeople. 

They provided three hypotheses: perceptions of technical competence will be higher for Asian 

American engineers compared to Caucasian American engineers, perception of technical 

competence will be lower for Asian Americans who are salespersons than Caucasian American 

salesperson; although perception that leadership as a skill in occupation will not differ for 

Caucasian Americans, leadership perception on Asian American will be higher if they were 

engineers (good fit) compared to Asian American as a salesperson (poor fit). They found that 

between race comparisons, perceptions of Asian Americans as leaders were low compared to 

Caucasian Americans. The first study consisted of 131 undergraduates from a business major 

with the majority having had work experience. Their second and third study recruited 

participants from various industries to examine attitudes and assessments in the workplace. Their 

third study examined how race affects leadership perceptions based on leadership attributes using 

the Global Leadership Impression Scale and Implicit Leadership Theories Scale. Consistent with 

their hypothesis, they found that all three studies perceived Asian Americans as less than ideal 
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leaders than Caucasian Americans. Stereotypes of Asians as hard-working, intelligent, organized, 

and well educated have resulted in expectations of occupational duties that involve high 

technical competence under race-occupational fit. This study suggests that Asian Americans are 

at a disadvantage when it comes to being perceived as leaders, which could affect decisions of 

promotions. Sy et al.’s (2010) study reflects similar findings on Asian American stereotypes and 

their damaging effects of creating barriers for leadership and engagement. 

The concept of leadership is racially biased. Prototypes and measurements of leadership 

are often based on White supervisors. This is indicative of the setbacks of people of color rising 

into leadership roles. These studies also demonstrate the rampant connection between power, 

race, and leadership categorization. However, these studies are often aggregated based on 

ethnicity, so it is lesser known whether factors of Asian leadership development are similar 

across Asian ethnic groups.  

Asian Americans’ Civic and Political Engagement 

 

In this section, studies on Asian American civic and political engagement trends will both 

be reviewed. Currently, data on SEAA engagement is aggregated within the research of Asian 

American civic and political behaviors and attitudes as these literature reviews demonstrate. 

Common Asian American trends on engagement involve more interest in volunteering than 

political activities like voting. Vanada’s (2010) qualitative study employed an in-depth and semi-

structured interview with 15 participants from two universities in Las Vegas to get a better 

understanding of Asian American college students’ civic and political engagement. His study 

considered the trend that young people are more inclined to participate in civic activities than 

traditional political engagement such as voting. It examined Asian American students and their 

political and civic engagement. And as a result, the study proposed these questions: How do 
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Asian American college students view civic and political engagement? Why do they participate, 

and how does ethnicity affect their participation? Vanada briefly addressed the role of ethnicity 

and the level of group consciousness in facilitating involvement. His study indicated that most 

participants were civically active through volunteering, but these students were less likely to be 

politically active due to several obstacles. The prevalent themes were that civic and political 

engagement was mostly concentrated within student organizations in college, participants 

responded positively to their respective university’s civic engagement opportunities. The 

participants agreed that responsibility was on the student to seek civic and political initiatives, 

however, their institutions were perceived to not take an active role in promoting engagement. 

Particularly, participants perceived that the student population in their institutions was not as 

interested in civic and political engagement. They reported doubt against politicians who were 

perceived as uncooperative in resolving social issues. Other challenges included a struggle with 

identifying shared consciousness and common issues with other Asian groups, although they 

acknowledged that racial discrimination existed against Asian minorities. The model minority 

stereotype has also been faulted for discouraging Asian Americans from participating in their 

communities, in addition to having a lack of opportunities and equality. Vanada’s study added to 

the growing empirical data of Asian Americans and civic engagement trends. Other studies have 

found similar patterns among other groups. The study assumed that universities where the 

participants attended promoted civic engagement and educated students about civic engagement 

without further investigating whether this is true. No varying differences were reported between 

institutions. Future studies should disaggregate this data and consider the differences between 

Asian subethnic groups. 
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Many Asian American college students, specifically, SEAA are from lower-income 

families, specifically, Hmong, Vietnamese, Cambodian, and Laotian students (SEARAC, 2013). 

In contrast, studies have found that Asian eligible voters are in a higher median household 

income. Liu et al. (2012) focused on civic participation among low-income Asian American 

adults (between ages of 18-25 years) in the Boston area. Their study was guided by the following 

questions: What level of interest do young Asian Americans in low-income areas have in civic 

engagement? What are the issues and roles that they are most interested in? What are the barriers 

to civic engagement and issues that activist groups should focus on? Through mail-in anonymous 

surveys and focus groups, they generated 100 responses and 10 focus group participants. 

Participants were Chinese (57%), Vietnamese (21%), Cambodian/Khmer (10), Korean (2%), 

Indian (1%), and Other (9%). Their findings concluded that participants experienced a gap 

between their desired and actual civic participation. Low-income participants were more 

interested in local issues and indicated a lack of greater interest in broader concerns such as 

global and environmental issues. They found that 60% of the participants partook in civic 

engagement, primarily through fundraisers and volunteer work. Consequently, only 36% of their 

participants voted within that past year’s federal, state, or local elections. Volunteering was high, 

political engagement, for instance, electoral activity (12%), and issue campaigns (15%) were 

low. In addition, the studied cohort was particularly skeptical about the political nature of issues 

and how it affects them. Liu et al. (2012) found that barriers in participation were mostly due to 

lack of time (75%) and lack of desire to participate (10%). A non-supportive environment such 

as a lack of civically engaged Asian leaders in the community and service-oriented college 

curriculums in education have become barriers. Other challenges were due to the diverse ethnic 

makeup of Asian Americans and the absence of feeling like a community with other Asian ethnic 
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groups. Interest had an increase in correlation with females, educational attainment, and attitudes 

towards living in low-income areas. Most students perceived civic engagement as generally 

involving community service. Although Liu et al. (2012) pointed out that the role of ethnicity 

had implications on the students’ motivation, they grouped the responses based on the 

identifications of Asian, Pacific Islander, and American. Liu et al. highlighted those ethnic 

differences may be a factor of influence, but it was not further assessed. SEAA is 

overrepresented in low-income urban neighborhoods and has lower income due to employment 

discrimination, limited English proficiency, and challenges in transferring employment 

credentials to the American job market (Urban Institute, 2007). These may be potential 

challenges on why there could be lower voter turnouts within SEAA, which this proposed study 

can illuminate on. 

Future research should include how specific groups and their communities like SEAA 

students experience civic and political engagement. Chan's (2011) qualitative study employed 

grounded theory analysis to explore civic engagement and its impact among Asian immigrant 

college students who identified as Asian immigrants or children of immigrants, who were 

civically active (student organizations, voting, and community service). The study consisted of 

14 students who participated in semi-structured interviews. Chan focused on these two groups 

because research suggested that immigrant youth’s civic engagement patterns differ from non-

immigrants (Stepick et al., 2008). Relational influence such as family members or peers who 

were civically engaged motivated the participants to seek similar opportunities. The participants’ 

social identities (e.g., ethnic, racial, and religious) were related to their choice of becoming 

civically engaged by joining ethnic student organizations to help them understand their 

development of racial identity. The acculturation gap was found to be a barrier for the 
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participants. Overall, this potentially creates tension between immigrant parents and their 

children. Acculturation gaps between peers also formed barriers. Despite having the same ethnic 

background, participants felt that they did not connect with their peers in their student 

organizations because of generational differences. The participants reported that the impact of 

civic engagement included an increase in competence in career and leadership, higher self-

esteem, and more compassion by being involved in their communities. The findings revealed that 

those Asian American college students who were members of multiple communities (racial, 

ethnic, religious) were more likely to participate in civic opportunities that involve or benefit the 

communities that relate to the concept of their identity. Supported by other research, this study 

illustrates that racial and ethnic identities are crucial to promoting Asian American civic 

engagement (Sanchez-Jankoqski, 2002). Those students who joined ethnic student organizations 

in college did not seek affirmation, but these organizations allowed them to explore their racial 

and ethnic identity through peers from similar backgrounds. College and university initiatives 

that promote cultural communities are likely to aggrandize knowledge and commitment to one’s 

community, which helps shape their ethnic and racial identities. There are limited studies that 

explicitly explore the relationship between specific Asian ethnic identity development and civic 

engagement in higher education. 

Pan-ethnic Link Fate 

Link fate is the perception that the individual's life chances are connected to their ethnic 

or racial groups’ fate. High levels of pan-ethnic linked fate can increase group consciousness and 

prompt their political decisions based on the status of their ethnic and racial group (Lee et al., 

2020). To test this theory, Lee et al. (2020) explored the effects of the presidential election of 

Donald Trump on Asian Americans as a pan-ethnic group through time-series surveys. They 

argued that anti-Asian and anti-immigrant policies during the 2016 election increased Asian 
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Americans’ feelings of pan-ethnic linked fate. 102 respondents took the Election Day survey and 

55 respondents from the original 102 took the after-Election Day survey. They found that levels 

of the participants’ pan-ethnic linked fate were higher immediately after the 2016 election and 

reported the same levels a year later, despite being a disparate group. Furthermore, their study 

suggests that due to the hostility from the Trump election, there was a growth in support for 

Democrats and an overall increase in political activity (Lin, 2020). This study did not use a 

national sample survey; however, it still demonstrates a possible connection between group 

experience of discrimination as well as racism from antagonistic leaders. It also shows the 

volatile history of Asians in America as political scapegoats. Future studies call for 

disaggregation of data based on Asian racial/ethnic groups to understand how they respond to 

political provocations and how this motivates their political behaviors. It would be interesting to 

note how ethnicity can influence choosing political parties. 

Although studies on Asian American civic engagement are invaluable in generating more 

awareness, it is still sparse. The scope is also very limited. Most of the literature on Asian 

Americans and civic and political engagement uses quantitative studies. There are even fewer 

empirical studies on SEAA in higher education. The studied population typically includes a 

majority of Chinese or other East Asian participants. Further investigation could identify whether 

SEAA students’ attitudes and behaviors of civic and political engagement differ from other 

Asian American students. Scholarly studies could address if there is an indicative difference in 

how different groups are influenced by their experience in higher education, socioeconomic, 

culture, racism, and discrimination. To understand the college experiences of SEAA, it is 

important to understand the impact of the model minority stereotype. 
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Impact of Model Minority Stereotype 

 

     The model minority stereotype perceives Asians as socioeconomically successful, 

hardworking, attending elite institutions, but also passive, shy, apolitical, and maintaining status 

quo (Vanada, 2010). This can silence the protesting voices of Asian Americans who may not fit 

this stereotype, experience socioeconomic struggles, and educational discourse but aspires to 

belong. 

An example of how the model minority stereotype can influence Asian Americans in 

college is Assalone and Fann’s (2017) phenomenological study. The study explores the effects of 

the model minority stereotypes on Asian American community college students. Most 

participants were Southeast Asians. The researchers obtained 28 participants from one of the 

three largest community college districts in North Texas. They collected data from demographic 

questionnaires and conducted semi-structured one-on-one interviews. There were 16 males and 

12 females who participated, and they represented 13 various Asian ethnicities. Nine identified 

to be members of more than one ethnic or racial group, ten were foreign-born, 17 were of 

Southeast Asian descent, seven were East Asian descent, and four were South Asians. Using the 

CRT framework, Assalone and Fann (2017) found three main themes: students felt conflicted 

with the model minority stereotype and perceived it in both negative and positive light; students 

welcome the stereotype but are unaware of its racist history, and students were aware of its 

history and desired to discredit it. Several of the participants claimed that the model minority 

stereotype did not fit who they were and reported feeling conscious of the stigma in attending a 

community college. Many were assumed by their instructors as foreign-born and needed to learn 

English. Others acknowledge that this stereotype has brought more positive experiences in 

motivating them to succeed. The stereotype preserves the notion that Asian Americans are high 
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achieving and creates a stigma for those who do not fit in. Future studies that focus on SEAA 

college students could add to the research on how the model minority stereotype influences their 

college experience. This is valuable because many of the SEAA have lower educational 

attainments in comparison to other Asians. 

The influence of the model minority stereotype could also manifest in how Asians see 

themselves which affects their behavior and perception of living in the United States. Zhou and 

Lee’s (2014) qualitative study on the lived experiences of Asian Americans and parental 

influence on success framing is another example of how this stereotype influences perceptions of 

identity. They interviewed young adults who are children of Chinese and Vietnamese immigrants 

drawn from the survey of Immigration and Intergenerational Mobility in Los Angeles. They 

found that the participants’ Chinese and Vietnamese parents had a strict definition of success. 

For instance, getting an A in high school courses, attending selective institutions, and acquiring 

STEM careers with high salaries is the exemplary definition of success in America. Zhou and 

Lee’s study found that the participants’ parents believed that upward social mobility in the 

United States was possible only through professional careers that require higher levels of 

education. Their parents also believed that this would possibly lessen the racial discrimination 

their children face. Furthermore, based on participants’ ethnic community, their parents 

developed ways in providing supplemental education such as tutoring and after-school 

programming to ensure that success is tangible for their children. Of course, this is also based on 

their various socioeconomic backgrounds. Zhou and Lee advocate for additional qualitative 

studies that capture the diverse and lived experiences of Asian American subethnic groups, 

which quantitative data struggles to do. This also exemplifies how ethnicity influences Asian 

students’ educational experience. 
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Using the cultivation theory, Zhang (2010) conducted an empirical study on how the 

public accepts the model minority stereotype. The findings demonstrate that perceptions on 

racial-ethnic stereotypes of the model minority were mostly accepted, which determined the 

participant interactions with Asian individuals. The study recruited 169 undergraduate students 

from a private university taking introductory communication courses. It included 148 White, six 

Blacks, six Hispanics, and four Asian students. Participants were asked to read four scenarios 

regarding academic success, lack of communication and social skills, peer rejection, and 

likelihood to initiate friendships. Zhang’s empirical findings exhibit the perception that Asians 

are academically high achieving and technologically skilled. But they are also perceived as 

“nerds” who lack social skills and are often ignored from American social practices due to 

misperception of being “foreigners”. Given that Zhang’s (2010) study had a convenience sample 

with participants from a private university, most are predominantly White from middle- and 

upper-class families. The homogeneous sample could have reflected the demographics of the 

university on perceptions of White students on Asians or their perception of the general ethnic 

student population. But this study suggests that Asians are often ignored and perceived as a 

monolithic racial group in societal institutions such as higher education and there is a need for 

more studies on their diverse experiences. 

The model minority stereotype is a pervasive way to continue the Anti-Asian sentiment. 

It takes away Asian Americans’ political power and unique cultural presence. Through the lens 

of CRT and AsianCrit, this stereotype is especially suggestive for those Asian Americans who 

are historically ignored, provided with little resources, and have little privilege in the democratic 

process due to those in power. The lack of opportunities and unproven expectations in higher 
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education for many Asian Americans like SEAA students is just an example of the disparities 

they experience. 

Theoretical Framework 

 

This study used both Critical Race Theory (CRT) and Asian Critical Race Theory 

(AsianCrit) as frameworks. The United States’ assessment of AAPIs continues to marginalize the 

sub-ethnic groups that experience their specific racialization, racism, and history of colonialism 

which influence their identity formation in the racialized society (Omi & Winant, 1994). Using 

CRT, higher education institutions can increase efforts in making their campuses diverse and 

enrolling more students of color. 

Critical Race Theory 

 

  CRT emerged in the 1970s due to the dissatisfaction of Derrick Bell and Alan Freeman 

with the stagnation of racial reform in American society (Hiraldo, 2010). CRT assesses race and 

racism which yields to social disparities and inequality between racial groups, specifically, 

between dominant and minority groups. CRT’s influence on educational structures have five 

tenants which include: (1) the intersectionality of racism, classism, sexism, and other forms of 

oppression in schools; (2) the challenge to dominant ideologies that often claim objectivity and 

neutrality in educational research; (3) the commitment to social justice through critical 

examination and transformation of educational discourse and practices that perpetuate 

subordination; (4) the validity of experiential knowledge and offering counter-storytelling, or 

highlighting the stories of often marginalized voices as a credible methodological tool; and (5) 

the utility of interdisciplinary perspectives from fields such as women’s studies and ethnic 

studies into education research to better understand various manifestations of discrimination 

(Smith-Maddox & Solórzano, 2002; Solórzano & Yosso, 2001). CRT’s core challenges the racial 



39 

 

dominant paradigms that have ruled higher education which has affected civic and political 

engagement for minorities like Asian Americans (Solórzano, 1998). Discrimination, lack of 

inclusivity, and racism that occur in higher education can suppress people of color’s voices. CRT 

in higher education can dissect the intersectionality of race and racism and challenge the 

narratives of people of color created by society and those who are in power by focusing on the 

learning outcomes of students of color. 

Critical Race Theory with Civic and Political Engagement in Higher Education 

 

Traditional civic engagement and education are often modeled around White behaviors; 

therefore, its expectations may not apply to groups from diverse racial/ethnic backgrounds. With 

the use of CRT, scholars can examine the historical progress and current marginalization of 

SEAA students in higher education and the development of their civic identity. Civic and 

multicultural education highlights the issues of marginalized populations in American society 

that have affected social strategies of transformation. The core of these learnings is essential in 

teaching students the concept of equality, democracy, and civic participation (Tyson et al., 2008). 

The implications of youth civic studies using CRT as a foundation advocate for educators to 

recognize the difference in civic pathways and participation for students of color. Scholars like 

Littenberg-Tobias and Cohen (2016) argue that deficit models of youth civic education are 

outdated and created for White and middle-class educators as well as participants who favor 

privilege based on their own group’s assertions. Oppression, low-resourced schools, and violence 

has been correlated with students who are weary and distrust the government. But these factors 

are often disregarded when measuring civic engagement and education (Littenberg-Tobias & 

Cohen, 2016). 
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Model Minority Stereotype and Asian Critical Race Theory 

 

Criticism of CRT points out that it overtly focuses on the Black and White paradigms 

instead of considering a multiracial analysis of race subordination in the United States 

(Hutchinson, 2004). Critical race theorists are urged away from a “single-axis” analysis of racial 

discourse and identity to create a multidimensional framework that allows intersectionality. 

 The experiences of Asians and other people of color are often excluded from this framework. 

A prominent methodology of critical race theory is counter storytelling. This process is a tool 

that allows for assessing and challenging the majoritarian storytelling of racial privilege 

(Solozarno & Yosso, 2002). An extension of this construct is racial-specific stories. Chang 

(1993) advances the CRT framework by the creation of the Asian critical race theory. Although 

this was through the lens of legal scholarship, many of its constructs can be applied in 

educational research. 

AsianCrit describes the Asian experience of racism, oppression, and discrimination that 

has affected their lived experience. AsianCrit has seven tenets outlined by Iftikhar and Museus 

(2013). These tenets include: (1) Asianization - racialization and aggregation of Asians as a 

monolithic group; (2) Transnational context – an emphasis on the historical, transnational, and 

modern lived experiences of Asian Americans including the immigration history and 

displacement of many Southeast Asian immigrants in America; (3)Reconstructive history - Asian 

American history and diverse identities; (4) Strategic (anti-essentialism) - research and advocacy 

to increase understanding of Asian Americans as a heterogeneous group; (5) Intersectionality - 

how race intersects with structural and oppressive systems that shape the lives of Asian 

Americans; (6) Story, theory, and praxis - how AsianCrit guides practice for transformative 
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progress; (7) Commitment to social justice - AsianCrit champions the elimination of oppression, 

discrimination, and racism against Asian Americans. 

For many Asian Americans, an important consideration of the model minority stereotype 

is necessary to assess how it creates a complex civic engagement. The model minority stereotype 

has created unthwarted expectations which are unmet by many Asian Americans. This influences 

the racial framing of AAPIs in higher education (Buenavista et al., 2009). It often denies Asian 

Americans the attention and supportive resources that they need from educational systems. This 

stereotype creates misinformed notions of Asian Americans as a homogenous group and 

undermines the struggles they experience and preserves color-blind ideology. Buenavista et al. 

(2009) note that the model minority myth racializes Asians and preserves an extensive racial 

agenda and secures the dominance of Whites in the United States. AsianCrit’s Asianization 

stems from the overrepresentation of East Asians in colleges and especially in selective 4-year 

institutions, which shape the ideology of the model minority. The narrative of ‘Asian’ usually 

cites characteristics and experiences of East Asians which results in Southeast Asians feeling 

marginalized and invisible (Nadal, 2019). AsianCrit’s transnational context will explore SEAA’s 

history of culture, immigration, and refugee narratives and the way it intersects with their 

assimilation and lived experiences in the United States. Disaggregation of studies emphasizes on 

AsianCrit’s social justice tenant to eliminate discrimination against Asian Americans and 

provide a deeper understanding of the lived experiences of Asian ethnic groups. It will also 

combat Asianization’s model minority stereotype which is often used to oppress Asians in 

America. AsianCrit which is grounded in CRT will be extremely beneficial in guiding this work 

to fill in gaps that directly correlate to SEAA ethnic identity. AsianCrit also allows exploration of 

the concepts of nativistic racism and the model minority stereotype in the field of education. 
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The tenets of CRT can help shift the way scholars and higher education leaders look at SEAA’s 

college experience and how oppressive systems play an integral role in their identity, 

majoritarian storytelling, and experiences of civic and political engagement. The 

interdisciplinary framework of AsianCrit can unfold how SEAA identity, model minority 

stereotype, and perceptions of invisibility shapes the SEAA civic engagement experience in 

college. 

Conclusion 

 

This scholarship manifests the unequal power and privilege that surrounds higher 

education. To strengthen civic and political engagement practices, society must confront the 

racial divisions and resistance to sharing power with privileged community members. The 

scholarship above represents examples of social marginalization and how we see communities 

create policies, develop prototypes of biased leadership, and build environments that do not 

recognize the inequalities of citizen engagement. These inequities can then create civic distrust 

within those marginalized communities. 

Asian Americans are the fastest-growing racial and ethnic groups in the U.S. electorate, 

but voter turnout remains low in comparison to White and Black populations (Budiman, 2020). 

Even more damaging is the misconception of the model minority stereotype that allows 

pervasive structural discrimination and racism against Asians, which often leads to being 

forgotten from research, institutional practices, and democratic processes. Studies on Asian 

American students in higher education have emphasized the value of examining the role of 

ethnicity, yet very little has been done to disaggregate data based on how ethnicity influences 

civic and political engagement. 
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Evident from the previous literature, SEAA students' behaviors are unique in comparison 

to other Asian immigrant groups. Empirical studies of SEAA often disappear in larger bodies of 

work on students of color and educational achievement. They are frequently lumped in with 

other Asian groups whose successes and challenges might be opposites. Yet, they lack the 

attention they need in higher education. More recent studies that specifically focus on SEAA in 

higher education are limited in comparison to aggregate research of Asian American students as 

a homogenous group. This is true as well regarding studies of SEAA and the intersectionality 

between culture, civic engagement, and education. Racism and poverty among SEAA students 

make them incredulous about the opportunities in the United States including civic and political 

engagement. Since SEAA’s academic challenges and assets differ from East Asian ethnic 

groups, SEAA’s civic engagement experience may also differ. Furthermore, some limited 

theories or models exist which explain student experiences of civic engagement in higher 

education. This research aimed to bridge that gap and explore the attitudes and behaviors of 

SEAA college students’ civic and political engagement. This contributed to the growth of 

research on Asian Americans as a heterogeneous group as well as to increase levels of civic 

participation amongst SEAA students by ensuring current higher education provides 

opportunities and resources that are inclusive to marginalized students. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

 

Research Design of Phenomenology 

 

This study employed the theoretical perspective of phenomenology. According to 

Creswell and Creswell (2018), qualitative research is a powerful approach in knowledge 

generation and understanding perceptions of people. Due to the lack of studies and theories that 

support and understand ethnic and racial student experiences of civic engagement, the 

phenomenological approach permits the development of concepts related to this phenomenon. 

Phenomenology is defined as “the study of structures of consciousness as experienced from the 

first-person point of view” (Smith, 2013, p. 1). The phenomenological approach derives from the 

philosophical view that centers on a diverse perspective of one reality (Creswell & Creswell, 

2018). Thus, this study investigated the “central underlying meaning of the experience and 

emphasized the intentionality of consciousness where experiences contain both the outward 

appearance and inward consciousness based on the memory, image, and meaning.” (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2018, p. 52). Specifically, this study explored the participant’s civic and political 

engagement attitudes and behaviors and the influence of their ethnicity and their institution in 

their overall experience. 

Moustakas (1994), one of the major proponents of the phenomenological principle, 

asserts that scientific inquiry is sensible when the information is rich and provides an 

understanding of the essence of the experience. Phenomenological-based interviewing with the 

direct interaction with participants allowed for the researcher to comprehend how SEAA 

experiences the phenomena through meaningful and rich context (Seidman, 2006). It also 

allowed the researcher to ask clarifications and immediate probing questions. Furthermore, it 

paved the way for the researcher to observe participants’ nonverbal responses that could support 
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their responses. Since there are few known phenomenological studies on SEAA college students 

and engagement, this study’s approach hoped to contribute to the understanding of how higher 

education institutions can increase civic and political engagement behaviors for students of color. 

Research Questions 

  

1. What are the civic and political engagement attitudes and behaviors of Southeast Asian 

American college students engaged in student organizations? 

2. How do opportunities in higher education influence the perception of civic and political 

  

engagement of Southeast Asian American college students? 

  

3. What factors of Southeast Asian ethnic identity affect Southeast Asian American college 

students’ civic and political engagement? 

Research Setting 

 

The interviews took place at an urban research university whose student demographic is 

ethnically diverse and ranked above the national average in its overall diversity. The institution’s 

commitment to civic and political engagement is stated in its mission statement via its web page 

and included its declaration of servitude to the public through social activism and community 

engagement. The university currently offers diverse student organizations with two offices 

dedicated to government affairs/civic engagement and community engagement. Their 

institution’s mission states that both local and broad government partnership is essential in the 

continuous support for the community as well as teaching students the value of engagement to 

create a positive social change. The institution also hosts multiple student organizations that are 

dedicated to serving ethnically diverse students and multicultural communities. 

The institution where the study was held had an undergraduate enrollment of around 

29,000 during the 2019-2020 academic year. Students who identified as Asians were 
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approximately 12% of the student population of undergraduates in comparison to White students 

with 55%, African American students with 12.8%, Hispanic students with 7.7%, American 

Indian students with 0.1%, and students identifying as others and having two or more races with 

3.7% (University website, 2020).  There was no data available that described the ethnicity of 

Asian students. There were also 54% females enrolled in the institution and 45% males. All the 

participants were treated following the Institutional Review Board (IRB) ethical guidelines. 

Eligibility Criteria 

 

Participants who were a part of student organizations were chosen based on research that 

found students who participate in college student organizations seek a sense of belonging and 

have the desire to increase their awareness of social issues that affect their cultural groups, and 

develop leadership (Liu et al., 2012; Museus et al., 2016). Vanada (2010) also found that college 

clubs assisted in the facilitation and access to civic activities, which acted as casual entry points 

to civic engagement. Based on the literature, being a part of student organizations was an 

important entry factor for engagement; thus, the participants chosen were able to provide rich 

descriptions of their meaning of engagement and its value. The potential participants were first 

instructed to complete an eligibility survey regarding class level, ethnicity, student club 

participation, and voting eligibility that will be included in the initial recruitment email. Each of 

the criteria had to be met to ensure that the participants interviewed are Southeast Asian 

Americans that were defined by the study, have some familiarity with opportunities that are 

offered by the institution (listed activities), and have the eligibility to vote in presidential 

elections. If students met these criteria, they were emailed an invite with the activities and 

schedule as well as an email consent form to be signed.  
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The selection criteria were: 

1. Southeast Asian 

2. Had attended the institution for at least one year 

3.  Part of a student organization and at least participated in institutional engagement initiatives 

(e.g., voted in a student election, signed an on-campus petition, community service, 

community initiatives, political and civic courses, acted as a mentor, participated in a 

campus-related fundraiser, raised awareness, participated in a discussion with other students 

regarding a social issue) for at least one year 

4. Participants are U.S. citizens eligible to vote in presidential elections 

Recruitment 

 

According to Morse's (1994) suggestion, obtaining rich data from interviews of a smaller 

number of participants is more valuable than a larger number of participants. The scope of this 

study is to gain the essence of the phenomenon and for qualitative studies, more participation 

does not necessarily yield more information (Morse, 1994). This is because it is more imperative 

to capture rich data from a fewer number of participants rather than gain saturated data with a 

larger number of participants. The study recruited participants who identified as Southeast Asian 

Americans and one of the following ethnicities: Hmong, Cambodian, Vietnamese, Laotian, 

Filipino, or Thai. The researcher specifically reached out to the members of Southeast Asian, 

Asian American ethnic, and multicultural leadership student organizations listed on the 

institution’s official student organization directory page as per the institution’s IRB-approved 

protocol. This study did not reach out to all student organizations at the institution and only 

reached out to student organizations that would assumingly have a larger number of Asian 

members. The specific directory page is an institution-based portal that details the contact 
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information of the faculty advisor, executive board members, and members of all student 

organizations at the institution. The study also used referrals from students who were interviewed 

to promote the research to others that fit the criteria. Overall, approximately 100 students were 

contacted. 

Each potential participant received a recruitment invitation letter via their university 

email. The recruitment invitation included an introduction of the researcher, the focus of the 

study, and its activities including potential follow-up interviews and journaling. Recruitment 

began in the June of 2021, however, most of the contacts, especially the institution’s student 

organization directory had information from the 2020-2021 year. During the summer, the email 

was sent three times between the months of June and August to the contact list for approximately 

100 students. It was also sent out again in September to try to target and recruit male students 

from the same list. This was to diversify the phenomenological perspective on civic and political 

engagement. An email was also sent out to a few faculty advisors for Asian student 

organizations.  

Participant Selection 

 

Initially, eight female students responded to the initial email but only five qualified. Two 

were disqualified for not being part of a student organization and one was disqualified for not 

being of Southeast Asian descent. Two males signed on to participate in September after 

additional recruitment. Katie was referred by Andrea and Alex was referred by John. Ultimately, 

seven participants who were college students in undergraduate programs were invited for one-

on-one interviews. 

Through this eligibility survey, the participants were asked to participate in one-on-one 

interviews. The confirmed participants were then given electronic consent forms which included 
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permission for future contact, recording, and follow-up interviews. They were advised that they 

can withdraw from the study at any point and can refuse interview questions based on their 

comfort level. The demographic survey included 14 questions regarding academic status, 

educational background, employment, language fluency, parental background, and identity. The 

demographic survey took approximately 5-10 minutes to fill out. Although, one question in the 

demographic survey ended up being excluded as part of the data for assessment: household 

income because of the variation of the answers and its meaning, which could have indicated 

confusion. The confusion could be largely due to misunderstanding between the participants’ 

income versus family household income which they could have assumed that it is their income in 

addition to their family’s whom they may live with. The interview prompts were a collection of 

questions based on the research questions using CRT and AsianCrit as theoretical frameworks. 

Everyone answered each of the interview questions as prompted. The IRB protocol will be 

carefully followed to protect the integrity of the research and the privacy of the participants.  

Data Collection 

 

Data collected were from the demographic survey, semi-structured interviews, journals, 

and the researcher’s memos. The theoretical framework of CRT and Asian Crit were used to 

explore participant stories on how their ethnicity intersected with civic and political engagement. 

The themes that emerged from literature reviews in Chapter 2 were also used to guide interview 

questions regarding Asian American civic and political engagement trends, the influence of 

college and student organizations, and ethnic identity as an influence in higher education. 
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Table 3.1   

Interview Questions and Related Literature 

 

Review of the 

Literature  

Interview Questions 

CRT 4.  How has your parents influenced your identity and how you view things in the world? 

9.  What advantages and disadvantages do you see within your ethnic community (in 

America) (e.g., education, leadership, political voice) that you feel the most affected by? 

Do you think there’s significant attention to these issues? 

Asian CRT 7. How do you feel about the term Asian American in comparison to your hyphenated 

identity when it comes to talking about Asian related issues? 

18. How has the current increase in xenophobia and racism against AAPI have influenced 

your views of our society and government? 

19.  Racism against Asian Americans is not new but there have been a lot more Asian 

Americans including college students who have been speaking up and protesting and 

there’s been more massive movements, how do you feel about vocalizing these issues? 

 

Asian Americans are 

more likely to be 

engaged civically 

than politically  

 

17.  How would you rate your civic engagement compared to your political engagement? 

20.  Do you know any representatives in the local and national political sphere that are 

Southeast Asians or Asian Americans? What are you the most concerned with? 

Student organization 

membership can 

foster civic and 

political engagement 

10. What interests you in becoming a member of a campus organization?  

15.  How has your involvement with campus opportunities or your student organization 

encouraged you to get involved more in civic and/or political engagement? 

Challenges of 

political engagement 

related to 

discrimination/ Key 

issues that increased 

engagement 

16.  Over the past year and recent election, how active have you been in politics (e.g., 

voting, actively supporting a political party or candidate, contacting an elected official, 

attending a political rally)? 

a.    What are your motivations? 

b.   What do you think stands as a challenge in being politically engaged? 

Ethnic and cultural 

affiliations can 

increase engagement 

and provide positive 

experience 

3.  How does your parents or family see service to the community? 

6.   What are your thoughts on the current rise of anti-Asian sentiments during the 

pandemic and how has this affected the way you see your identity? 

8.   Do you feel that facing this issue as part of an Asian community strengthens your 

connection with other Asians as a united community or do you feel like there is a divide 

based on ethnic differences? 

9.   What advantages and disadvantages do you see within your ethnic community (in 

America) (e.g., education, leadership, political voice) that you feel the most affected by? 

Do you think there’s significant attention to these issues? 

11.   Do you feel that your ethnic identity is one of the motivations in getting involved in 

your club(s)? How? (Did you have the same outlet in high school) 

Limited institutional 

outreach outside of 

student organizations 

12.  How do you describe your campus in the way they promote opportunities for civic 

and political engagement like voting or community service?  Do you think you’ve been 

receptive to this? 

15.  How has your involvement with campus opportunities or your student organization 

encouraged you to get involved more in civic and/or political engagement? 
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Interview Procedures 

  

This study used semi-structured interviews [see Appendix B] as the primary form of data 

collection. The interviews used non-directive, experience, and descriptive questions to allow the 

participants to provide rich verbal descriptions of the topic. Interviews were scheduled based on 

both the researcher’s and each participant’s availability it was determined that they qualify for 

the study. The one-on-one interviews took place online via Zoom where the transcript is 

automatically produced when recorded. Each session was recorded to guarantee the accuracy of 

records with permission from the participants. However, participants were briefed with this 

method and were allowed to decline. Everyone agreed to be recorded. 

Each interview lasted between 30 to 60 minutes, with an average of 45 minutes. In the 

efforts of honing a comfortable and open relationship, interviews were more informal and open-

ended through a conversational style of engagement. To develop rapport, the interview began by 

getting to know each participant and asking them who they are, their experience in college, and 

how they describe their identity. It also allowed the participants to first talk about what it is like 

to be SEAA and the influence of their family in their education. Prompts were used as the 

interview evolved. The transcripts and audio recordings were saved in a protected password 

computer. The interview questions were divided into three categories to reflect the research 

questions: Identity and Ethnicity, College and Ethnic Influence on Campus Opportunities, and 

Civic and Political Engagement. Follow-up interviews were conducted a few weeks after the 

interview during the data analysis when social media emerged as a central influence for 

engagement. Questions focused on how social media and engagement intersected. Participants 

were asked to elaborate in the follow-up interviews. This lasted an average of 15 minutes. The 

first three participants were only asked for a follow-up after it was determined that social media 
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was an integral part of their experience of the phenomena. After that, those questions were added 

to the original interview prompts.  

Journaling 

  

Journaling was completed during phenomenological research to record participants’ 

experiences in their natural environment (Janesick, 1999). Journaling as a data collection strategy 

was implemented before the student interviews. The journal prompt was “Tell me about yourself 

and how you describe your identity?” Each participant was asked to complete this part a week 

before the scheduled interview. There were no specific prompts aside from this since the 

researcher wanted to capture what comes to mind when asked about identity. This is important to 

address since studies have shown that identity, specifically, ethnic identity has been a motivation 

for civic participation (Liu et al, 2012). Their journals were used to analyze data regarding how 

their identity motivated them to join student organizations and their behavior towards 

engagement. 

Memo 

Memoing is a data source in qualitative research where the researcher collects field notes 

of their experience during interviews with the participants (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 

Memoing was completed after each interview session. Researcher notes from the memos were 

included in the student profiles and part of the data analysis. The memo is the researcher’s 

reflection, notes, and interpretation of the participant’s body language, meanings derived from 

gestures like whispering during the interview regarding certain topics, and other significant 

nonverbal cues. This was to ensure that small details were not missed during data collection 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 
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Epoche or Bracketing 

 

Clarification of biases and preconceptions is revealed in this section about the researcher, 

otherwise known as epoche (bracketing). This was the first step of phenomenology which 

enabled the researcher to be cognizant of their own biases, predispositions, and relationship to 

the study (Moustakas, 1994). In this paper, the researcher reflected and revealed her relationship 

and what the study means to her in this section. Creswell and Creswell (2018) proposed that 

reflexivity is the “aspect of the methods is more than merely advancing biases and values in the 

study, but how…” (p. 235). The researcher also disclosed their preconception, bias, cultural 

background, and understanding of this phenomenon and set it aside to ensure the essence of the 

phenomena is accurate. 

 This study particularly resonated with the researcher because of her SEAA ethnic 

background, effects of the model minority stereotype in lived experiences, and attitudes towards 

her own civic and political engagement. The researcher is a Filipino female who works in higher 

education at a university in an urban area. She has become more of an advocate for the 

importance of civic engagement, leadership, and representation in the community, as well as 

voting. She only became more politically active in recent years. This is because she got more 

educated and confident in the process of voting and elections as she joined open discussions 

about how political processes affect social issues and day-to-day lives. The researcher’s interest 

is to work on behalf of minority and marginalized students to give them a voice. She anticipated 

that this study would deliver this goal using the transformative worldview (Creswell, & 

Creswell, 2018). This view promotes research inquiry to intertwine with politics to confront 

social oppression through collaboration and social change. This is especially consequential 

because of the recent rise of Asian hate crimes during the Covid 19 pandemic while political 
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leaders propagate the model minority idea, and the lack of resources from the government 

(SEARAC, 2013). These have become a defining moment for Asian Americans in contemporary 

times that must be addressed.  

Data Analysis 

 

The study was conducted 4 months after the new president of the United States was 

elected and in the middle of the Covid pandemic in 2021. This research used a demographic 

survey, semi-structured interviews, journals, and memos to support the descriptions of their lived 

experiences of the research topic. Interviews were recorded and transcribed using both Zoom and 

Otter. Husserl’s (1913) phenomenology technique and analysis were followed. Data from 

transcripts were reviewed in three cycles. Horizontalization, imaginative variation, and synthesis 

were completed by hand, no other digital applications were used to complete the data analysis 

other than Otter for accurate transcription.  

Data analysis started as soon as the first interview and journal were completed and 

continued until the last participant completed the study’s tasks.  The data sources were treated 

using a rigorous analysis process with the use of the collection, manual coding, and analysis. The 

zoom transcriptions were proofread and submitted through Otter which is a transcription 

application to ensure accuracy. Recording each interview allowed the researcher to focus on the 

interview in real-time and observe the participant’s reaction, gestures, body language, and other 

nonverbal cues. It also allowed the researcher to review the interview to ensure nothing was 

missed. The Zoom interview approach allowed more participants to opt-in to the interview 

because they were not geographically restricted, especially when most courses offered by the 

institution were online. Specifically, the journal entries were used to create the participant 
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profiles and as part of data to analyze their perspective of their identity by allowing them to 

describe who they were in their own words. 

The codebook was created through Microsoft Excel and Word. The codebook in this 

study followed the guidance of Decuir-Gunby et al. (2011). The codes were derived from 

repeated analysis of the raw data. These codes were labels assigned to data (phrases, sentences, 

descriptions, and verbatim quotes) that were connected to a specific description or setting of the 

phenomena. This process ultimately helped describe the essence of civic and political 

engagement for the participants in this study.  

Table 3.2  

Code Book 

 

Theme in 

Literature 

Descriptive 

Coding 

Quotes Axial Coding Theme from 

data analysis 
Asian Americans 

are more likely to 

be civically 

engaged than 

politically  

“Civic engagement 

activities” 

 

Vicky, “I think that 

I’m more civically 

engaged than 

politically engaged 

because it is easier for 

me.” 

“Civic engagement as 

accessible” 

 

Civic 

Engagement as 

More Accessible  

Student 

organizations 

provide a positive 

experience and 

access to civic and 

political 

engagement 

opportunities 

 

“Entry Point” Vicky, “I think I’ve 

been definitely more 

active because of the 

organizations that I’m 

in.” 

“Civic activities 

concentrated within 

student organization” 

Civic 

Engagement as 

More Accessible  

Individuals tend to 

disassociate from 

others who 

support the 

opposite party 

“Partisanship” Michelle “I even think 

it’s just racism, I feel, 

if you are still 

supporting Trump, 

despite him being 

proven to be racist..., I 

feel like that says 

something about you.” 

 

Disassociation from 

social networks with 

opposite views  

Political 

Engagement 

Driven by Key 

Issues  

Social media as a 

platform to 

increase 

engagement via 

nontraditional 

ways 

“Social Media” John “I’m just active 

and outspoken about 

my dislike of Donald 

Trump but I’m 

respectful and don’t 

come at people not 

“Social media as an 

entry point for 

political engagement” 

Intersectionality 

of Generation Z 

and Political 

Engagement 
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unless they say 

something to me. I just 

post things.” 

Efforts of civic 

and political 

engagement were 

concentrated 

within student 

organizations 

rather than the 

institution as an 

entity 

“Institutional Efforts” Andrea, “I don’t think 

they really made a 

statement about the 

anti-Asian things that 

are going on. I don’t 

think they really 

addressed it.” 

“Lack of institutional 

outreach regarding 

AAPI issues” 

Limited College 

Influence 

 

Members join 

ethnic student 

organizations to 

feel a sense of 

belonging and 

increase 

engagement to 

help their own 

communities 

“Memberships” Michelle “It’s literally 

97% White. And I just 

miss having a 

community.” 

“Ethnicity as an 

influence in joining 

student ethnic 

organizations”  

Ethnic Identity as 

Motivation to 

Engage 

 

Parentals political 

partisanship are 

opposite of their 

children or non-

existent 

“Parental views” Alex “My mom says 

they don’t feel like 

their voice matters and 

care about Asians, so 

she just focuses on 

work.” 

Alex “  

“Acculturation Gaps” Ethnic Identity as 

Motivation  

Challenge in 

finding shared 

consciousness  

“Ethnic vs Racial 

Connections” 

John, “I just feel closer 

to the Asian 

community when 

we’re all being 

targeted.”  

“Hyphenated Identity 

and Pan-ethnic Linked 

“Fate   

 

Ethnic Identity as 

Motivation to 

Engage 

 

Disaggregated 

data and model 

minority 

stereotype often 

disregard the 

vulnerability of 

other Asian ethnic 

groups like 

Southeast Asians 

in the United 

States  

“Invisibility” Alexa, “Yeah, I think 

we’re, maybe the 

second or third biggest 

population of Asians in 

America. But I feel 

like a lot of people 

focus on Eastern 

Asians.” 

“Invisibility of SEAA 

and Racism” 

 

Ethnic Identity as 

Motivation to 

Engage 

 

 

Moustakas (1994) described the phenomenology framework with four processes: 1. 

Epoche (Bracketing), 2. Phenomenological Reduction, 3. Imaginative Variation, and 4. 

Synthesis. The first step in the phenomenological approach is the epoche, also known as 

bracketing. This step required the researcher to refrain from making judgments and step outside 
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their natural attitude that might influence the way the phenomenon presented itself to the 

participants. The phenomenology analysis goes into phenomenological reduction-

horizontalization. This ensures precision to the research findings by reading through the data 

repeatedly. Each statement is given an equal value. The significant statements related to the 

research questions are kept while repetitive and unrelated ideas are discarded. These related 

statements and words represent emerging topics related to the study and eventually describe the 

categories. These will be the foundation of the textural description. A textural description is a 

narrative that explains perceptions of intensity (i.e hot and cold, low and high, like or dislike) 

derived from the segmented statements. Husserl’s (1931) phenomenology technique describes 

imaginative variation as the “… essence of a particular, we take an actual or imaginary particular 

specimen, we freely vary its aspects or characteristics or parts, and through this process we 

acquire, in parallel, the intuition of the species, the particular, or the essence that is valid” (as 

cited in Theodorou, 2015, p. 41). Imaginative variation is the point of varying the frame of 

reference in approaching the phenomena through divergent perspectives to seek meaning and 

create structural themes. These themes are emotional, cultural, and social elements that are all 

shared by the participants. Finally, descriptive synthesis is formed by analyzing common themes, 

patterns, and descriptions shared by all participants. Each theme’s invariant meaning transforms 

into a generalized description of the whole essence through synthesis. This is then developed into 

general descriptions of the essence from the themes that emerged (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 

This is when each participant’s language is translated into a research language.  

 The process of analysis started with horizontalization. This required reading through the 

raw data (transcribed interviews, memos, and journals) repeatedly and giving each statement 

equal value to avoid overlooking important information and remaining receptive to all 
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statements. Horizontalization required keeping meaningful contexts that describe civic and 

political engagement experiences. The irrelevant and unrelated statements were removed. The 

remaining horizons (verbatim statements, phrases, and notes) were coded and categorized based 

on emerging topics. For this study, descriptive coding was used to identify meaningful context 

related to the past literature concerning the research questions and new concepts that could be of 

value to the study (Saldana, 2016). For instance, when a participant in an interview discussed 

civic engagement concerning volunteering, community service, block clean up, or Go Fund Me, 

it was coded “Civic engagement activities”.  Then from these statements, a deeper analysis found 

how each experienced these categories to create textural descriptions using axial coding. For 

example, each participant was asked how they favored civic activities compare to political 

activities. The participant responses determined that they had more favorable views of civic 

activities. It was interpreted that each participant saw civic engagement as more accessible. This 

became a textural description of their civic engagement experience, and similar statements were 

axially coded as “civic engagement as accessible”. 

Structural themes are emotional, cultural, and social elements that are all shared by the 

participants. Interpretive meanings found through axial coding allowed the creation of structural 

themes for all participants. One of the structural themes that emerged and were shared by all the 

participants was that civic engagement was “more accessible through student organizations yet a 

challenge”. Then, the final step is the synthesis of meanings from the textural descriptions and 

structural themes of all participant data to provide a whole essence of the phenomena.  
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Validity and Reliability 

 

In phenomenology, validity is embodied within plausibility. This is demonstrated through 

the relationship between the data from the research and clear concepts that have emerged from 

the study. Plausibility means that the findings and themes of this study have consistent meanings 

to every reader (Hancock, 2009). Techniques that established validity for this study include 

epoche, peer critique, triangulation, and participant verification/authentication. 

Authenticity 

 

  The data and findings were shared with participants through member checking to 

authenticate their experiences. According to Neuman (2006), “authenticity means giving a fair, 

honest, and balanced account of social life from the viewpoint of someone who lives it every 

day” (p. 197). The outcome of the study was disclosed to the participants, and they were able to 

reflect on the findings to increase credibility and accuracy through member checking. The 

findings were sent to the participants and the researcher encouraged them to respond whether 

these findings reflected their true perception of the topic at hand. They did not request any 

changes. 

Triangulation 

 

Triangulation examines all the evidence from sources to build coherent themes (Creswell 

& Creswell, 2018). The researcher cross-checked information between multiple data to ensure 

that emerging themes are present throughout. The main data sources were from the interview 

transcripts, memos, and journals. This was to ensure that understanding of the phenomena was 

comprehensive. The researcher compared the sources of data and checked whether the data 

revealed similar patterns. 
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 Descriptive Validity as Trustworthiness 

 

   In phenomenology, trustworthiness is similar to a study’s credibility. The interviews 

were transcribed to ensure quality and accuracy. It was transcribed twice, once through Zoom’s 

transcription option then it went through a second transcription via the Otter application. The 

transcriptions were compared to ensure accuracy. Follow-up interviews were conducted to 

clarify parts of the interviews to ensure clear understanding. Specifically, follow-up interviews 

elaborated on the usage of social media to be politically and civically engaged. Additional 

checks for trustworthiness included peer debriefing. The researcher checked with her peers in the 

higher education field to examine the methods and findings to increase plausibility. The two 

peers have their Doctor of Education degrees from the same institution as the researcher. Both 

peers have experience in qualitative research and data analysis. 

 Limitations 

 

Two methodological limitations are noted for the study. The main limitation of this study 

was the number of participants acquired for interviews. The recommended number of 

participants in a phenomenological study is small, and this study aimed for a minimum of 10 

participants. The number 10 was chosen because phenomenology recommends only a small 

number of participants. A phenomenological study is the quality of the data and is not based on 

the number of participants (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  In the end, only seven participants were 

interviewed. The recruitment invitation sent via the institution’s email only reached a small 

portion of the students of the clubs that were included. Recruitment for this study began in the 

summer of 2021 when most students were most likely not reading their university emails. As per 

the Outlook email insight, only 50% or less of the students who were emailed read the 

recruitment invitation, even if the recruitment emails were sent three times during the summer. 
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Although the percentage of the recipients who opened each email increased each time, the 

number of students who replied to the eligibility survey remained limited. The email addresses of 

club members and executive board posted on the student organization directory page were from 

2020-to 2021 year. Recruitment emails were sent in June when there were most likely new 

executive board contacts for 2021-2022. Conversely, this did not reflect the student organization 

directory page’s most updated contact list. Therefore, the contact list may have been outdated. If 

recruitment was completed in the fall semester where the contact list was updated, more students 

could have possibly opted to participate in data collection.  

Second, a limitation presented itself in this study because the participants were restricted 

to one university and geographical region in the northeast of the United States. Students in 

different areas and colleges might have radically different experiences that tell a different story. 

For this study, the researcher only interviewed students who were members of college student 

organizations, which studies have found to act as a foundation of involvement. Therefore, this 

research is not inclusive to all students who may not initially have an interest in engagement. 

Future studies could consider how institutional programming is effectively reaching other 

students who are not in student organizations and civically educating them.  

Reflexivity is crucial to ensure that the participants’ stories remain theirs without the 

researcher becoming involved. Since there is a lack of previous studies that focus on civic and 

political engagement of SEAA students, this study can only reference Asian American studies 

that are aggregated based on ethnicity. However, the broader literature on Asian American 

college students will prove to be a valuable reference, especially with regards to how the 

interview questions were chosen. To minimize limitations, planning, member check, and peer 

debriefing were made to resolve any potential issues in the process of conducting this qualitative 
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study. Future studies could compare the differences between SEAA students and other minority 

student groups through a quantitative approach to further investigate the civic engagement 

education that marginalized students receive in higher education. 
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS  

 

This study’s purpose is to deepen the understanding of SEAA college students, their 

attitudes and behaviors towards civic and political engagement, and the role their identity and the 

institution plays in these views. The findings of this study represented three categories that 

specifically targeted the experience of SEAA college students. These findings were guided by 

the following research questions: 

Research Questions 

  

1. What are the civic and political engagement attitudes and behaviors of Southeast Asian 

American college students engaged in student organizations? 

2. How do opportunities in higher education influence the perception of civic and political 

  

engagement of Southeast Asian American college students? 

3. What factors of Southeast Asian ethnic identity affect Southeast Asian American college  

students’ civic and political engagement? 

Based on these questions, five essential themes with subcategories emerged from the 

interviews: (1) Civic engagement as more accessible; (2) political engagement driven by key 

issues; (3) intersectionality of Generation Z and political engagement; (4) limited college 

influence; and (5) ethnic identity as motivation for engagement. In this section, each theme is 

described, and verbatim quotes were included to represent the student’s experience.   

Participant Profiles 

 

Seven college students who identified as five females and two males participated in the 

study. Each was compensated with a $10 gift card. The age range was between 19 to 22 years 
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old. All students were American citizens, one specifically received their citizenship in time to 

vote in the 2020 presidential election. All were part of the Generation Z demographic.  

Table 4.1   
Demographic Survey Data 

 

Student Ethnicity Hyphenated 

Identity 

(Ethnicity-

American) 

First 

Generation 

College 

Student 

Age Gender 

Alexa Filipino Yes Yes 22 Female 

Alex Vietnamese No Yes 19 Male 

Andrea Vietnamese Yes Yes 20 Female 

John Vietnamese 

and Filipino 

No Yes 21 Male 

Katie Vietnamese No Yes 18 Female 

Michelle Filipino Yes No 20 Female 

Vicky Lao No No 20 Female 

 

Based on participant responses to the eligibility and demographic survey, six out of the 

seven participants were natives of Pennsylvania and New Jersey, and one participant was born in 

the Philippines. All their parents immigrated to America from a Southeast Asian country. There 

were two whose both parents emigrated from the Philippines, three from Vietnam, and one from 

Laos. One participant’s parents were from Vietnam and the Philippines. Six out of the seven 

worked and only one participant did not work. Four out of the seven identified with a hyphenated 

American identity, for example, Filipino-American. Five of the seven were first-generation, 

college students. A first-generation college student was defined as an individual in the immediate 

family who is the first to attend college in America.   
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All the participants were active in at least one student organization, six specifically were 

part of an ethnic or multicultural-related organization. Katie was the only participant who was 

part of an academic-related student organization and nothing else. This information was garnered 

from their eligibility survey regarding student organization membership, membership term, and 

involvement in other extracurricular opportunities. Participation in civic and political 

engagement was catalyzed by their involvement within these clubs. Each participant initially 

learned about the student organization’s existence through social media, a network of friends, 

and the institution’s web page.  

These stories are unique to each participant and shaped by their Southeast Asian identity 

and college experience. Themes were discussed and elaborated on at various points in the 

analysis section. Consistent with the literature on AAPI and civic and political engagement that 

were outlined in Chapter 2, all the students interviewed were part of a student organization but 

had varying degrees of participation and reasons they chose to participate (Vanada, 2009). Many 

chose to participate to seek out a comradery with students who have the same values and culture 

rather than learning more about their ethnic background. They noted that at times they felt that 

they cannot fully engage without sacrificing their time to focus on their academics. They also 

referred to the ideas of model minority stereotype, Asian hate crimes, and invisibility of 

Southeast Asians in society as complex factors that influence their identity.  
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  Table 4.2   

  Student Data 

 

 

Participants College 

Level 

Major Student Organizations Hours of 

Work per 

Week 

Alexa Senior (over 

90 credits) 

Speech, 

Language, and 

Hearing Sciences  

Philippine American 

Council   

Sisters in Speech 

Pathology and 

Audiology (previous 

President for both clubs) 

 

Doesn’t 

work 

Alex Junior (over 

60 credits) 

Information 

Technology 

The Alliance for 

Minority Participation 

Development   

40 hours  

Andrea Junior (over 

60 credits) 

Speech, 

Language, and 

Hearing Sciences 

Sisters in Speech 

Pathology and 

Audiology (current 

social media executive 

board leader) 

 

10-20 hours  

John Sophomore 

(less than 

60, over 30 

credits) 

Computer 

Science 

Asian American 

Association (ASA) 

10-20 hours 

Katie Sophomore 

(less than 

60, over 30 

credits) 

Neuroscience 

Major 

Neuroscience 20-30 hours 

Michelle Junior (over 

60 credits) 

Nursing Philippine American 

Council (current 

president executive 

board leader) 

30-40 hours 

Vicky Junior (over 

60 credits) 

Speech, 

Language, and 

Hearing Sciences  

Philippine American 

Council (current external 

liaison executive board 

leader), 

Sisters in Speech 

Pathology and 

Audiology 

Asian American 

Association (ASA) 

10-20 hours 
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Alexa 

Alexa is a 22-year-old female, who is currently a senior at the university. She is currently 

not employed while in college. Her parents are from the Philippines and came to the United 

States between 20-30 years ago. She stated that she recently learned how her parents immigrated 

to the United States in non-traditional ways in desperation to leave the country for work. The 

way they emigrated from the Philippines does not permit them to come back to their native 

home. She is a first-generation college student. She identifies as a Filipino-American. Alexa is a 

part of several clubs, most notably The Philippine American Council, where she was previously 

a president. Alexa seemed to be delighted and excited while talking about her engagement and 

how she saw herself as a “big deal” when it came to advocating for equality and openly 

discussing racism within her field among her classmates. She openly discussed her parents’ 

immigration story and how she had recently learned about how they came to America, which 

explained the reason why they are unable to vote nor go back to the Philippines to visit.  

Alexa was in a common room at the campus during the zoom interview. She often 

whispered or looked behind her as she talked about racism and prejudice that she feels is present 

on campus. Andrea notes that through the Filipino community and professional student 

organizations, she saw the major difference between the way students engaged. During the 

interview, Alexa had difficulty in confidently defining civic and political engagement, she 

hesitated when describing activities. For instance, when she described civic and political 

activities, she asked in a form of a question for reassurance. When asked about being conscious 

of her identity, Alexa said there is a hyper-awareness when it comes to being Asian during the 

rise of anti-Asian hate crimes. But there was also an increase in the desire to speak out and 

engage to advocate for equality. She also perceived that Southeast Asians are much more 
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invisible than other Asian ethnicities due to the lack of education on the vast Asian cultures. 

These hate crimes and Covid related racism also increased her pan-ethnic linked fate where she 

felt united with other Asians from other backgrounds. When asked if she thought the institution 

showed support for AAPI and advocates for engagement, Alexa stated that most of the 

discussions and advocacy were concentrated within their student organizations. Andrea 

perceived social media as an impactful factor in their civic and political engagement, often as a 

channel to receive news, disseminate information. She noted that social media allowed her to 

find out others’ views. Then, she can decide to associate or disassociate with them based on their 

political views. 

When asked what their identity is in the journal activity, Alexa wrote: 

I am a Filipino-American woman studying speech-language pathology. My parents came to 

America 2 years before I was born for better opportunities and to pursue the “American dream.” 

Since joining my collegiate cultural organization, much of my identity has been focused on being 

Filipino-American and what it means to be Filipino and Filipino-American. I have become more 

aware of my identity and history. By surrounding myself with people who share the same 

background and upbringing as me, I have found comfort in my organization and knowing that 

there are people that I can relate to. I am also more aware of the biases and negative 

characteristics that can come from my culture (ex. Crowd mentality, racism, etc.). Other than my 

cultural identity, I usually describe myself by my field of study, where I am from (NJ), my 

horoscope sign, and certain characteristics (ex. Leader, procrastinator, etc.). 

       Alex 

Alex is Vietnamese and an information technology student. He is a first-generation 

college student along with an older sibling being the first in his immediate family to attend 
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college in the United States. He is currently a junior and part of two organizations relating to 

minorities in leadership and his program – Development and Alliance for Minority Participation 

in STEM. The Alliance for Minority Participation focuses on students pursuing STEM while 

supporting community outreach and mentoring within the field. He stated that he is more 

involved in the Development club because it is directly related to his major and less with 

Alliance for Minority Participation. He worked one retail job and an internship at a software 

company. At the time of his interview, Alex worked full-time hours with his two jobs. His 

parents are both immigrants from Vietnam. They came to the United States 40 years ago in 

search of a better life. Alex talked about his parent’s life in Vietnam were poverty-stricken often 

eating dried fish and rice because that is all they could afford. Alex was only able to describe 

voting as part of political engagement but spoke thoroughly about activities within civic 

engagement such as volunteering, fundraising, and mentorship. He said that he is mostly 

civically involved because of his student organizations but makes it a priority to stay politically 

informed using social media platforms. When asked about their identity in the journal activities, 

Alex wrote: “I am a proud Vietnamese student and second in my family who will be graduating 

from college.” 

Andrea 

Andrea is currently a junior at the institution and her ethnic background is Vietnamese 

but was born in New Jersey. At the time of the interview, she worked between 10-20 hours per 

week and is a full-time student. Her parents immigrated to America from Vietnam about 30-40 

years ago. She is a first-generation college student and identifies with a hyphenated ethnic 

identity; Vietnamese-American. She identifies as Asian-American more than Vietnamese-

American. Her parents are working immigrants who put working as a priority rather than 
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partaking in political activities. She noted that her parents and she have different views on 

political engagement. She held voting as more valuable than how her parents perceived it. She 

felt that civic engagement is more attainable therefore, she is more civically engaged rather than 

politically engaged.  

Andrea is involved in various student organizations, but she is particularly different from 

other participants because she was not active in any specific ethnic organizations. She is mostly 

involved in leadership organizations and Sisters in Speech Pathology and Audiology, which is a 

club that focuses on empowering minority groups in Speech Pathology. Most of the members of 

Sisters in Speech Pathology and Audiology are from an underrepresented group. She pursued 

these organizations for leadership purposes. She stated that her parents have influenced her 

civically, often donating to people in need, especially during the height of the Covid pandemic. 

Andrea felt that the institution does not do enough to promote civic and political engagement 

opportunities. She also perceived that the institution has not actively expressed its support for the 

AAPI community during the rise of anti-Asian sentiment. These conversations and advocacy 

typically took place within her organizations. She did agree that she is more civically engaged 

than politically engaged, rating herself a 6 out of 10. She would give herself a 10 if she was able 

to participate in debates. However, she perceived that she was more politically active in 2020 

during the election. Social media was a valuable source and Andrea stated that without it, she 

would not be as educated with what is going on and engaging with others. She admitted that she 

will intentionally separate herself from others who have the opposite positionality regarding 

political parties. When asked what their identity is in the journal activity, Andrea wrote: “I am a 

20-year-old Asian-American woman studying Speech, Language, Hearing Sciences and 

Cognitive Neuroscience.” 
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            John 

  John is a Vietnamese-Filipino first-generation college student. He is 19 years old and a 

computer science major. John works between 10-20 hours per week. He was a part of Asian 

American Association (ASA) and has been since freshman year. Aside from ASA, John was 

active within his major and had an internship. His mother and father? Or father and mother 

immigrated from Vietnam and the Philippines respectively about 30 years ago. He did identify 

with a hyphenated identity as an American but identifies as a Vietnamese-Filipino. He voted for 

Joseph Biden and has attended Black Lives Matter and Stop Asian Hate rallies. John spoke very 

openly about his disdain for Donald Trump and how he is very involved within his ASA 

community. He seemed very passionate about the current social issues that were taking place in 

the United States and how they affected his family. He said that he is genuinely scared for his 

grandparents and his weariness of them taking walks in their neighborhoods. He was very candid 

in his views about the past presidency and about his neighbors whom he called 

“Trumpers”. When asked what their identity is in the journal activity, John wrote: “I am a 

Vietnamese- Filipino student pursuing a degree in computer science.” 

Katie 

Katie is a sophomore student in the neuroscience major. It may be significant to note 

that she has never been on campus due to the pandemic and will first be in-person fall of 2021. 

At the time of the interview, she worked between 20-30 hours a week and is a full-time student. 

Katie was born in Pennsylvania, but her parents originated in Vietnam. They immigrated to the 

United States about 30-40 years ago. She is a first-generation college student. Her ethnic 

background is Vietnamese. She does not identify as Vietnamese American but just Vietnamese. 

When she was asked to define civic and political engagement, she first answered with “I don’t 
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know” but then only described volunteering as a civic engagement activity. She is in one student 

organization for her major. Katie desired to be a part of an ethnic student organization but her job 

and school stand as a challenge for her. She does have an opposite view of politics from her 

parents, but she understood their perspective which has influenced her. Katie stated that she was 

hyper-aware of her Asian identity, especially living where she is, which has mostly a White 

Caucasian demographic. She expressed contempt for the acculturation gap between her and older 

Vietnamese individuals in her community. She reiterated that they often create competitions 

between their children on who is more academically inclined. Katie reflected on her high school 

and how most students she interacted with held opposite political views. The current rise of 

racism against Asians made her more aware of the prevalence of minorities being racist towards 

each other. She pointed out that taking online classes has been difficult and she did not see any 

engagement promotion during the election. She conveyed that she had “lost” friends who had 

polarizing views from her. Katie followed several activists on social media and repost critical 

issues that she feels that others should know but not frequently. When asked what their identity 

is in the journal activity, Katie wrote: “I am an 18-year-old Vietnamese student pursuing a 

neuroscience degree.” 

Michelle  

Michelle is a junior who is in the nursing major. She is the president of The Philippine 

American Council and part of a bigger Filipino student organization that has members from all 

universities in the northeast of the United States. At the time of the interview, she worked 

between 30-40 hours per week. She explained that her parents’ opposite political partisanship, 

but lack of education influenced her to be more educated in politics. She was born in the 

Philippines and is of Filipino descent. Her parents immigrated to the United States about 10 
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years ago. Michelle is not a first-generation college student. She identified herself with a 

hyphenated identity: Filipino-American. She recently received her American citizenship.  

Michelle was able to describe various activities regarding both civic and political 

engagement such as writing to politicians, participating in assemblies, fundraising, and 

volunteering. She rated herself as civically and politically engaged. She participated for the first 

time in the 2020 presidential election by voting and assisted in the coordination of previous 

protests in the community. Michelle stated that campus advocacy and promoting engagement 

were mostly from students and any promotion from the institution itself was often delayed. She 

joined The Philippine American Council because she wanted to be in a Filipino community 

where she can share her values with others from the same background. The rise of anti-Asian 

racism and violence has made her aware of the lack of action from the government. Michelle 

recognized that this is important to address. Social media became her platform for social 

advocacy. When asked what their identity is in the journal activity, Michelle wrote: “I am 

Filipino who just got their American citizenship.” 

Vicky 

Vicky is a junior in the speech pathology major. At the time of the interview, she was a 

full-time student and worked between 10-20 hours. Vicky’s ethnic background is Laotian and a 

second-generation college student. She was born in Pennsylvania. She identifies as either Lao or 

American. She says she sometimes identifies with a hyphenated identity but depending on who 

she is with, she typically identifies as Lao if she is with other Asians. However, she felt that she 

mostly says she is Asian or Lao because it is obvious, she is American. Her parents emigrated 

from Laos over 40 years ago. Her parents are refugees who left Laos due to the socio-economic 

and political conditions of the country. She could not fully define activities related to political 



74 

 

engagement other than voting. Her parents encouraged civic engagement through volunteering, 

although she stated that her parents do not vote and do not promote voting. During the rise of 

discrimination against Asians during the pandemic, Vicky questioned why Asians were the target 

when they “don’t do anything.” Most of the conversations regarding these hate crimes on 

campus are centered within the student ethnic organization she was a part of. She insisted that 

people in her Lao community look out for each other, rather than the government. She also felt 

that the civil unrest will not change anytime soon. She specifically joined The Philippine 

American Council and Sisters in Speech Pathology and Audiology to surround herself with 

others from diverse backgrounds where she can share common values. Her perception of Asians 

as docile and fitting in the model minority stereotype while also experiencing racism makes her 

perceive society as more racist than she thought. She joined a student organization that focuses 

on diversity because students with whom she mostly interacted within her major were mostly 

made up of Caucasian girls which made her feel “alone”. Vicky posted on social media, and she 

used it to speak up on issues that are important to her. When asked what their identity is in the 

journal activity, she wrote: 

My name is Vicky, and I am a 20-year-old Asian-American. I like to spend time with my 

family and friends, go biking and listen to music, and most of all, I love to eat food!!! I 

would describe my identity as a Laotian American citizen. 

Emerging Themes 

 

Five themes emerged from the interviews: Civic engagement as more accessible, political 

engagement driven by key issues, the intersectionality of Generation Z and political engagement, 

limited college influence, and ethnic identity as motivation for engagement. To elaborate, 

students demonstrated more connection to civic engagement than political engagement. This was 



75 

 

attributed to their relation to certain communities and past environments like their high school 

volunteer experience. Although participants reported a greater experience in civic activities, 

students spoke passionately about the current issues within the United States, specifically racism 

against Asian Americans and other social justice movements like the Black Lives Matter. They 

also spoke about their negative feelings toward the previous presidency as well as relations with 

those who have expressed their support for Donald Trump. Social media was a very prominent 

resource for information for both civic and political engagement, even a platform for debate and 

hyper-partisanship. Students had volunteered due to the influence of their tight-knit communities 

like membership in their student organizations, church, and social networks. Before college, it 

was from the urging of their church and high school.  

Most of them responded that their parents had minimal contribution in their decision to 

volunteer and vote. Their parents mostly did not participate in voting and other political activities 

nor influenced their kids to do so. Most described their parents as working immigrants who 

overly focused on work to provide for their families. Acculturation gaps were certainly present 

when it came to perspective towards both civic and political engagement. Pan-ethnic linked fate 

was strengthened by the heightened consciousness of oppression and racism against Asian 

Americans during Covid-19. 

Civic Engagement as More Accessible  

 

The participants rated themselves as more civically engaged than politically engaged. The 

interview started with the researcher asking the participants to define civic and political 

engagement and describe related activities. Participants defined civic engagement as being 

citizen centered. Some adjectives that were used were advocacy, knowledge, understanding, and 
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working together as a community. For instance, Vicky described civic engagement as “... giving 

back to the community, volunteering, helping to clean up the roads versus politics.” 

  One noted that civic engagement was easier to attain, and most said that civic 

activities were predominantly concentrated within the student college organizations they 

belonged to. They had more favorable views of civic activities such as volunteering and 

making donations through applications like Go Fund Me because it was more accessible. It 

was accessible because of the student organizations. Although their civic engagement varies, 

for six of the participants, volunteer experiences were not consistent and ongoing. It only 

happened sporadically. Vicky noted that civic engagement is “the only thing I can really do” 

and “I think that I’m more civically engaged than politically engaged because it is easier for 

me. So, I think doing something more like volunteering is just something that I can do easily.” 

Alexa stated that they are equally not as engaged in both, “I don’t think I’m the same for both. 

But also, I’m not very engaged in either.” Andrea rated herself as more involved in civic 

engagement than political engagement, “On a scale from one to 10, I think I’m very 

involved...I would say an eight for civic.” She cited that she would rate herself higher if she 

was able to debate on topics with others who have opposite perspectives. Alex and John rated 

themselves more civically engaged than politically engaged. However, John says he is very 

active when it comes to voicing his opinion, especially regarding President Trump. John says, 

“I’m more active in my civic engagement compared to my political engagement. However, 

I’m not as active as I should be because I’m busy with my current job.” 

  When discussing why they participated in civic engagement, they pointed out that they 

individually enjoyed volunteering, or it was advocated by certain communities they were a part 

of like their church, ethnic community, and student organizations in college. Some indicated that 
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they liked volunteering because they desired to make a better impact in the community. 

However, there was no indication of a specific cause or reason. Several of the students 

mentioned that their high school promoted community service. A couple of the participants 

started to volunteer to increase competitiveness for college applications. When Michelle was 

asked why she volunteered, she answered: 

The most significant community service I had growing up was probably the hospital 

because I did it for two years. And that first was something I was like, ‘Okay, I’m going 

to do this because I need community service hours for scholarships at my college and 

stuff.’  

John was part of the Key Club in high school, but he volunteered more in his Junior and 

Senior years for college. John shared, “I was part of Key Club and all that because of friends but 

mostly for college applications.” Social networks like friends and church memberships also 

played a part in their engagement. Participants indicated that being part of a church before 

college allowed for volunteering opportunities, however, most did not actively attend church 

during college. Specifically, Katie mentioned that before college, she was involved in her 

Catholic church with several Vietnamese friends and family but no longer goes, “I don’t go 

anymore. But I used to be. I used to be growing up.” Michelle noted that their church encouraged 

them to volunteer, “At first, volunteer experiences I’ve had, it was because of church” and Vicky 

stated that her Lao community worked to volunteer together to support their own community. 

She stated that she volunteered because she liked to do it. Most civic engagements happened 

through connections within their student organization memberships. Some of these civic 

opportunities like bloc clean-ups were promoted by their clubs. Vicky expressed: 
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I definitely think I’m more active because I have other people to do it with me too. Yeah, 

because before, I’d be, you know, one person in my hometown advocating for a certain 

issue. I’m more comfortable when I have other people to participate in civic engagement 

with me. For example, if there’s a cleanup, I’d rather go with someone I know, than just 

alone, right? I think I’ve been definitely more active because of the organizations that I’m 

in.  

 The only participant, Katie, who self-evaluated as less active in college still viewed 

volunteering favorably and had a desire to volunteer in the future. She currently does not volunteer. 

A major interfering aspect was that academic commitments were seen as a priority rather than 

engagement. A couple of participants added that being in the pandemic got in the way of being 

more engaged. Alex says, “I work 40 hours a week and I’m part of these clubs to also network. I 

would like to join other clubs, but I just don’t have time.” He is in The Alliance for Minority 

Participation organization to build camaraderie with others from similar backgrounds but mostly, 

“I joined to really build my network in my field, so I can find a job after college.” Many of them 

chose to volunteer to increase career readiness and professional network. However, more 

volunteer opportunities were reported within student ethnic and multicultural organizations 

where conversations about helping their Asian communities were ongoing. 

Political Engagement Driven by Key Issues 

 

 There were certain attitudes towards political engagement that became factors in the 

increase of political engagement. Although overall civic engagement was more accessible, the 

participants in this study had a boost in political participation. This heightened engagement was 

substantially driven by the current political and social climate. Political engagement remained 

lower than civic engagement due to several challenges. 
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Political Engagement. When participants were asked to describe what political 

engagement meant to them, all named voting as political activity. Some described political 

engagement as “something professional”, “authoritative”, and “going on around the community 

that needs to be addressed and fixed.” Aside from voting, most could not describe other activities 

within political engagement. Although political engagement was rated lower, participants were 

still able to reflect in some political engagement activities. 

  Covid-19 fueled anti-Asian racism, hate crimes, and xenophobia affected the participants 

and motivated them to become more engaged and politically educated. Asian Americans became 

the target of victim-blaming for the spread of Covid-19 due to the country it originated from. 

This topic was extremely relevant in how these participants perceived their positionality in the 

American society, experienced racism, and how it influenced their attitudes towards engagement 

and the government processes. When Alexa was asked about her thoughts on the hate crimes 

during the pandemic, she explained, “So when I think about it obviously, it makes me really mad 

and just sad overall, that people can’t respect others.” Many of these activities were first-time 

experiences that happened during the pandemic. Vicky said, “Yes, I attended a Stop Asian Hate 

rally, it was awesome. It was so good.” Some saw the importance of voting in the presidential 

election to vote Donald Trump out of office because of what he represented. Alexa said, “To 

vote him out. Well, that was my motivation. I think, number one motivation. Yeah, because he’s 

terrible.” All the participants voted in the November 2020 presidential election and were 

passionate about urging others to vote. Alex said, “It’s really important for me to vote and I 

understand that especially our vote mattered during the presidential election.” Michelle recently 

got her American citizenship and before that, she felt more compelled to do other things like 

writing to political parties because she could not vote, “If anything, the fact that before I couldn’t 
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vote made me more inclined to l do the other things write to senators or like, repost certain 

things.” Others like John desired to get educated on voting, “I’ve been watching videos and 

reading articles to better inform my voting decision. Vicky discussed being part of the Philippine 

American Council, “We do get political in the club. I feel we voice our opinions more, which is 

good to be able to kind of hash that out and not stay silent.”  

Challenges in Political Engagement. The low perception of political engagement was 

due to several reasons. Participants like Alexa felt that she was not as educated in minor and 

local politics to participate, “So I think I’m prepared to vote for primaries for sure… the smaller 

polls, I’m not educated on. I don’t really know too much about it.” Facets of the model minority 

stereotype crept into the stories of how the participants found political engagement a challenge. 

This included experiences of expectations of being subservient and docile. Vicky related to this 

and explained, “Asians are always taught to keep to ourselves and don’t cause problems.” Their 

stories about the attitude towards voting included how their parents focused on working and 

success rather than voting. Michelle expressed “She just has the working American kind of 

experience.” Alex had a similar perspective “My mom says they don’t feel like their voice 

matters and leaders don’t care about Asians, so she just focuses on work.” Andrea added, “And 

that just being so involved and immersed in what they had to do to get their living and source of 

income kind of just consumed them.” Some participants also reported difficulty matching their 

names on legal documents to ensure a smoother voting registration process. Alexa talked about 

how she had a hard time with her voter registration, “I don’t know. I think there’s something 

wrong with my name. Because we have two first names.” Another reason is the lack of 

identification which participants recognized, Michelle said, “Some people don’t have the same 

privilege. They don’t have an ID or they’re not able to access these things.”  
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Consequently, there was a general distrust in the government and society and whether 

they make a positive impact in their lives. The model minority stereotype is often faulted with 

the misconception of Asians not needing assistance from the government because they are 

successful. John says, “the government cares about the majority and forgets that not all Asians 

are well off or there’s people living in poverty and can’t even buy milk.” When Vicky was asked 

how she viewed the government and society, especially during the rise of Asian hate crimes, she 

answered: 

I definitely think, well, I think I’ve always known this, but I feel like the government really 

doesn’t do much for us. And it kind of sucks. But I don’t really think the government really 

does anything for our community, and specifically the Asian community. 

Alexa added, “I definitely think last year I realized the government is terrible. And I’ve 

always known that, but you know, it’s just, set in stone.”  The rise of anti-Asian hate crimes 

caused the participants to distrust the government’s willingness to advocate for equality and 

made them realize that racism is still extremely prevalent in American society.  

 

Hyper partisanship. Several subcategories stood out in relation to political engagement. 

Despite the perception of low political engagement, there was a distinct conversation in every 

interview about political preference and hyper-partisanship. All the participants have either 

stated they voted for Joe Biden for the presidency or opposed the Trump presidency. A major 

trend amongst all participants was hyper-partisanship and disassociating with people who 

supported Trump. Andrea stated, “And the events that happened last year. I kind of drifted from 

people that I was friends with before or went away before that, kind of, don’t really see eye to 

eye with me.” Michelle said: 
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I even think just racism, I feel, if you are still supporting Trump, despite him being proven 

to be racist, and not caring about women, or literally, not being a good president at all and 

you’re making all these excuses for that kind of person. I feel like that says something 

about you. 

Some participants viewed those who supported the Trump presidency as racist and 

Donald Trump as a perpetrator of racism against minorities leading to civil unrest during the 

pandemic. Katie supported this by saying: 

I’ve had friends who were the opposite. I lost them. I think it’s super polarizing now 

because before it was the Democrats and the Republicans. But now if you’re a 

Republican, you support Trump and or racism. It’s kind of crazy, that is that exactly how 

I feel. And I see how some of my friends are Republican, but they don’t want to support 

Trump and that’s fine. It’s the view for me. If you’re going to fight with me about how I 

see things, then just don’t talk to me. People in my high school are really “Trumpy” and 

racist. I just never knew and I’m just like, “What am I doing?  Why are you talking to 

me?” 

Intersectionality of Generation Z and Political Engagement 

 

  Gen Zs are digital natives with most of their social engagement and information garnered 

from social media. These digital platforms had a significant influence on their civic and political 

engagement, especially as a form of political engagement through debate with other users and as 

a source of news. Mostly, the participants received their information, like social and 

humanitarian-related news, and political news via Instagram and Facebook. One person noted 

that if they did not have social media, they would not be as educated concerning social issues. 
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Participants followed specific Instagram accounts to stay up to date. Katie reported that 

following Instagram accounts like “What’s Your Change”, she said: 

They always post what’s going on in Muslim countries and all that, and what’s going on 

with the Asians. I usually just follow people and repost them and I’ll look at the really big 

things that no one’s talking about. 

Michelle attended rallies and protests with her friends from The Philippine American 

Council after seeing it on Instagram, “I just see it on social media and word of mouth. I would 

see a post like, ‘Hey, there’s going to be a protest or a march in Chinatown on Saturday.’ So 

then, we would just go.” Often, participants considered debate as publicly disagreeing with 

someone via Instagram comment sections or directly messaging them with their intent to prove 

the opposite point as engagement. They also mentioned social media as a platform to speak up 

on issues they cared about. When Vicky was asked where they would go to get the news, she 

pointed out: 

You will turn on the TV and then usually, it’s nothing about, you know, stuff happening 

to Asian people. Nevertheless, at that time, it was a really huge issue that it was on TV. 

And now it’s on social media, too. 

In some cases, students were introduced to specific issues via social media which then 

prompted them to search other outlets for more information, “If something happens, I’ll see it 

briefly on Instagram, and then I’ll go look it up.” Participants agreed that debate is a form of 

political engagement; however, Andrea felt that she was unable to do this, or when Michelle did 

engage in a form of debate, it was in private via direct message on Instagram.  

In summary, the participants’ interaction with social media helped them become more 

aware of civic and political opportunities as well as ways to use the internet to engage. They 
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purposefully followed accounts like CNN and Jackfroot, which typically revolves around certain 

community issues like AAPI to stay informed. They mobilized by using social media to learn 

about engagement activities such as a local rally or getting links to Go Fund Me donation 

opportunities.  

Limited College Influence 

 

College experiences have influenced the students’ attitudes and behaviors for civic and 

political engagement. Their civic and political activities were mostly active within their student 

organizations. Six out of the seven participants were part of an ethnic or multicultural student 

organization in addition to being in an academic leadership student organization. Katie was not 

part of any student ethnic or multicultural organizations but was only part of an academic 

leadership club for cognitive neuroscience majors. It is especially significant to point out that 

four out of the seven students were part of the executive board leadership, which could increase 

their degree of commitment. 

When asked if they thought that the university openly expressed their support for Asian 

American communities, especially during the height of the pandemic in 2020, each had trouble 

recalling or simply said no. They were aware of the institution’s address on the Black Lives 

Matter movement; however, they were not knowledgeable of the institution speaking up against 

Asian hate crimes more than just “one email”. Vicky said “crumbs” when asked about the 

institution speaking up against Asian hate crimes. Andrea felt similarly, “I don’t think they really 

made a statement about the anti-Asian things that are going on. I don’t think they really 

addressed it.” Michelle said, “... I’ve seen one email.” John and Alex both said, “nothing really”. 

The lack of advocacy was a similar response when they were asked whether the institution 

promotes civic and political engagement and its education. Participants stated that they did hear 
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from the institution before the election coaxing students to vote. Students were outside of the 

Student Center telling students to sign up for voting, however, it was either not enough or too 

late. Vicky answered somewhat contradicting when they first stated that they do not see enough 

and later stated how the institution tries its best to advocate for engagement. When asked how 

they felt about the institution not actively discussing Asian hate crimes like the way they 

perceived the Black Lives Matter movement was discussed, she said, “I think it’s hard because 

then colleges would have to address every single little thing.” The participant perceived that the 

issue of Asian hate crimes as it involves institutional advocacy less than the Black Lives Matter 

movement. Michelle who served as a president of The Philippine American Council believed 

that her position as president is a valued platform to raise awareness and converse on critical 

issues that the institution may not be discussing, “But I think, a lot of clubs now realizing we 

have a platform that we can use to raise awareness for these things that we care about.” Most of 

the conversations about Asian hate crimes, community service, voting, and discussion of other 

social issues were concentrated within the student ethnic and multicultural clubs. These groups 

openly addressed the Asian hate crimes and racism against Asians through active discussions in 

the organization and purposefully including it in general body meeting agendas. This became an 

outlet of support and a platform where they can speak about their fears of being a target of 

violence and discrimination. In addition, it also allowed them to learn about the experiences of 

people of color and influenced them to become more active. 

Ethnic Identity as Motivation to Engage 

 

The role of identity was certainly a major part of the participants’ choice to become civic 

and politically engaged. Most participants joined specific student organizations because of their 

connection with their ethnic identity. An acculturation gap was also present between the 
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participants and their parents. This became part of the motivation to become politically educated. 

There were also stories about how hyphenated identity and pan-ethnic link fate influenced their 

civic and political engagement attitudes and behaviors, especially during the rise of Asian hate 

crimes. However, there was a general sense of invisibility from being recognized as part of the 

Asian community. Two students identified as Filipino, one identified as Lao, three as 

Vietnamese, and one as Vietnamese Filipino. The students reported a wide range of views 

regarding their ethnic identity, Asian American community, and the influence of Asian hate 

crimes and pandemics on their view of identity. Their ethnic identity was first established 

through the demographic questionnaire. The participants were asked to journal and describe what 

is their identity. They were also specifically questioned about their hyphenated identity about 

being American (i.e., Vietnamese-American). It should be mentioned that this study did not 

discover any trends in political and civic engagement based on citizenship or immigration 

history.  

Ethnicity as an Influence in Joining Student Ethnic Organizations. All participants 

were part of either a leadership academic-based or ethnic student campus organization. However, 

six of the seven were part of either an ethnic or multicultural organization along with an 

academic-based leadership organization and only one was strictly part of a major related 

leadership club. Students specifically joined ethnic and multicultural students to allow them to 

build a community with people with similar values rather than affirm the culture or learn about 

their ethnic connection. Five out of the seven participants joined because they wanted to have an 

Asian community in college. Vicky joined because her major was predominantly White, and she 

wanted to join the two clubs – Sisters in Speech Pathology and Audiology and The Philippine 

American Council to celebrate diversity. She specifically pointed out that she wanted “to meet 
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people who just looked like me and just had similar interests as me and just had similar cultural 

backgrounds as me and even though we’re not the same ethnicity.” Michelle went to a high 

school that had a homogenous environment and wanted to seek a community who were Asian in 

college, “It’s literally 97% White. And I just miss having a community.”  

Students who were members of multiple communities (ethnic church groups, friends, 

clubs) were also more likely to participate in civic opportunities that involved or benefited the 

communities that relate to the concept of their identity. For instance, for Vicky, raising money or 

donating goods for her Lao community was part of their responsibility, “The Lao community 

who’s literally paying money to help the monks and you know, give the community food and 

stuff because it’s us giving to our community. It’s not anybody else.” Most participants reported 

that their ethnic and multicultural student organizations allowed them to have more 

conversations regarding politics. Michelle described this as, “I’m also in the nursing 

organization, kind of, but we don’t really talk about anything political.” Alexa and Michelle’s 

membership opened a network to other organizations across the nation, like Filipino 

Intercollegiate Networking Dialogue, which has members from various universities within the 

area that celebrated leadership and the Filipino community. This additional network was 

promoted by their involvement in The Philippine American Council. The promotion of 

leadership experiences went beyond the institution for Alexa, who ended up attending a 

leadership conference in Seattle paid by sponsors who were leaders in the past. 

Acculturation Gap. From the demographic survey, six out of the seven participants were 

born in the United States, and one recently received their American citizenship. Their 

relationship with their parents was explored to gain a deeper insight into how it had influenced 

their identity. Their parents’ influence on their views of the world was complex. It drove them to 
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do the opposite. Their parents mostly made them more aware of societal and political issues and 

expectations because their parents lacked education and participation. These students also 

described how they mostly have opposite political views from their parents. 

         Michelle summarized, “they’re not involved in it, or they don’t really care about it. But 

maybe because they immigrated from the Philippines. So, they barely know much about politics 

here.” Vicky responded, “My mom and dad, they’re not super into politics. They didn’t vote.” 

Some participants expressed that their parents were not as passionate about politics but if they 

did vote, they would vote for the Republican Party. John, “my parents don’t really care and just 

focused on making money.” While Alex responded, “I think my mom and dad don’t realize how 

much government leaders and their decisions really affect their well-being.” Alexa added: 

Oh no, because my parents are, you know, they’re not involved in it, or they don’t really care about 

it. But maybe because they immigrated from the Philippines. So, they barely know much about 

politics here. 

Some of their parent’s attitudes towards supporting the Republican Party were rooted in 

the disapproval of other Asian countries like China, who is known to have a communist 

government ruling. Alexa continued, “So when she was going to vote, she was like, ‘oh, vote for 

Trump’... She said she wanted to vote for Trump. Because she said that he’s anti-China. China is 

going to take over the world.” While Andrea described their parents’ view as “Not very political.  

They don’t not care about it, but they’re not very strongly opinionated about it.” Katie shared 

similar sentiments, “No, well, it’s kind of a mix of both. We don’t see eye to eye for everything, 

yeah, mostly everything. We view politics differently.” While Michelle said: 

I have a white stepdad. And his opinions are very different from mine. Like, so different, 

completely opposite. And even my mom too, because she is around him more, she has 
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kind of the same ideas as him. And even though my point of view, it’s based on growing 

up as a POC in America, she’s also a POC, but she’s an immigrant. So, she never really 

had that growing up in America as a POC experience. She just has the working American 

kind of experience, so her experience is different from mine. 

Racism against other Asians also came to light, Alexa supported the anti-China sentiment 

about her parents’ attitudes with “I feel this is off-topic, but Asians can still be racist against 

other Asians.” She also stated that one of the factors why she joined The Philippine American 

Council was that she was able to relate to the experiences of other students, “Oh, your parents 

are racist, mine are racist too.” The students related their parents’ decision to vote for Trump as 

having a lack of education in the American government system and historical racism that 

happens against the Asian communities. 

Hyphenated Identity and Pan-ethnic Linked Fate. Their identity was also explored 

using the journal activity and interview questions that explored how they perceive themselves to 

be American and connectedness to the Asian and their ethnic community. Hyphenated identity 

and pan-ethnic linked fate questions were included in the research because previous studies 

proved that these concepts played a part in their perception of the role of their identity as civic 

and political engagement. Pan-ethnic link fate involves group consciousness which leads to 

political unison within members of the same social group, in this case, the SEAA community. 

While hyphenated identity refers to identifying between their ethnicity and nationality, in this 

case, a hyphenated American identity. Some alluded to their hyphenated identity in response to 

the demographic study and the interviews mostly revealed that saying their ethnic identity with 

their American nationality was necessary. 
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In the demographic survey, students were asked if they perceived themselves with a 

hyphenated identity, identifying with their ethnic background and American nationality. Four of 

the participants identified themselves with a hyphenated identity. Three identified without. The 

interviews revealed much more complexity to this topic. Vicky explained that she did not need to 

identify herself as an American because to her, it is obvious that she is American, especially 

since she speaks English. John and Alex expressed the same sentiment. Most have stated that 

they distinguish themselves as Asian or Asian American or their ethnic identity based on the 

environment that they were in. The distinction took place depending on whom they are with. All 

participants stated that they typically say “Asian” when they are with people who are not Asians. 

They would specifically identify themselves as their ethnic identity when individuals ask them 

“What kind of Asian?” They also indicate their ethnicity when they are around other Asians, and 

they feel the need to differentiate themselves from others. When it came to the topic of Asian 

hate crimes, they felt compelled to address themselves as Asian Americans, being part of one 

whole community. One particularly interesting response is that when Alexa distinguished herself 

as Filipino, it was to make a point that not all Asians are East Asians and she mentioned, “I feel 

like a lot of people focus on Eastern Asians.” Generally, their connection with their ethnicity 

brought positive relationships within their student organizations.  

At length, students identified the discrimination, stereotypes, and lack of leadership 

within the Asian community as major issues that affected their perception of their identity. 

Nevertheless, most could not identify specific issues that were happening within their ethnic 

community. It is also worth mentioning that they felt a sense of linked fate as Asian Americans 

during the pandemic-driven anti-Asian hate crimes. Vicky felt that the anti-Asian hate crimes 

created a stronger community and increased awareness about the issues that remain invisible in 
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society. She says, “I think honestly, not saying that the anti-Asian hate crimes are good. But I 

think it was really good for the Asian community to become even stronger and to talk about 

these issues.” John felt the same “I just feel closer to the Asian community when we’re all being 

targeted.” This created a platform to advocate and educate themselves and others in the history of 

Asian discrimination within the country among their community. 

Invisibility of SEAA and Racism. In the exploration of the topic of invisibility of 

Southeast Asians in society, factors of racism affected how students see themselves when it 

comes to political and civic engagement. One participant explained that she did not understand 

why Asians are constantly targeted with discrimination and racist behaviors, “Asians are always 

taught to keep to [themselves] and don’t cause problems, you know, right. You know our 

community literally doesn’t do anything. We still get literally killed. So, it really sucks.” This is 

reiterated by Andrea, “Asians being alive doesn’t affect anybody.” There is also a certain sense 

of invisibility when it came to society not knowing Southeast Asian ethnic groups. Alexa, 

referencing the Filipino population stated, “Yeah, I think we are maybe the second or third 

biggest population of Asians in America. But I feel like a lot of people focus on Eastern Asians.” 

She also added that she experienced racism and other people assuming she was Chinese using 

racial slurs, “You know, we’re at a Chinese restaurant and they say, like, you know, like ‘Ching 

Chong’.” Michelle said, “Sometimes they are surprised I'm Asian. And when I tell them that the 

Philippines is in Asia, and they're like, ‘Oh, I thought it was like in South America.’”  

In general, the students’ interactions with others exhibited how lack of knowledge on the 

vast ethnic origins of many Asians in America can reinforce their positionality and the model 

minority stereotype which they may not often fit in. In addition to these reflections, the 

participants discussed the lack of Asian leadership and more importantly the lack of Southeast 
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Asian representatives in local and national government positions. Only Alexa recognized that 

their hometown mayor is Filipino but unable to name who they are. Participants were asked 

whether they are knowledgeable of Asian leadership, and all said no. When Vicky was asked if 

she was aware of any Lao leadership in the community, she said, “No, I think there’s more like 

East Asian.” Not surprisingly, the participants who held a position in the executive board in their 

organizations equated the value of their position to leadership within their community. Michelle 

discussed her leadership role as “a platform that we can use to raise awareness for these things 

that we care about.” Most of the participants did respond positively to their membership within 

the club as it relates to both civic and political engagement. The rise of Asian hate crimes 

increased their motivation to become educated about issues surrounding inequality, Alexa said, 

“So given everything that’s happening, it was also important to be aware of things.” John added 

the following: 

I think it’s very important to vocalize these issues because data today is algorithm-based. 

Meaning your biases or opinions aren’t challenged and the items that appear on your 

search ques are tailored to your data. Vocalizing these issues brings awareness. 

In addition, their student ethnic and multicultural organizations allowed them to openly 

talk about racism and share a common experience.  

Based on the interviews, this openness seemed to be absent in the academic-based 

leadership clubs. The pandemic-related discrimination and presidential election heightened their 

involvement and the impact of these situations in their pan-ethnic link fate. 
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Summary of Findings 

 

The themes and subcategories that emerged from the phenomenological analysis of the 

participants reflected the meaning of civic and political engagement to these seven college 

students and the influence of their identity. It is particularly valuable to consider that most 

participants’ ethnic connections played an integral part in participating in these ethnic or 

multicultural student organizations. This yielded to the magnification of their civic and political 

engagement behaviors and attitudes through their affiliation with their overall student 

organization membership. But more discussions on Asian-related social issues and politics were 

in the ethnic or multicultural organizations. The analysis demonstrates that college students are 

typically more civically engaged than politically engaged due to more known opportunities like 

community service. Although political engagement remains fringe, there was an increase in the 

ways the participants engaged politically. Their political connection and partisanship were strong 

when it was practiced. Students’ awareness of their identity and pan-ethnic linked fate increased 

during the pandemic. There was still a sense of invisibility that these students experience as 

Asian Americans but even more as Southeast Asian Americans. There were also contextual 

factors of being a Gen Z student that intersected with their behaviors and attitudes towards both 

civic and political engagements.  
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION 

 

Patterns of SEAA civic and political engagement have similarities with previous 

literature on Asian American civic and political engagement, however, this population exhibits 

certain qualities of Generation Z that are integrated with their attitudes and behaviors towards 

this matter. 

Contemporary research on civic and political engagement has focused on the generalized 

population of Asian Americans as aggregated data. There is little to no research that has been 

conducted on the civic and political engagement of SEAA college students and the influence of 

identity. This may be potentially problematic due to the different historical and current trends 

that Southeast Asians experience in America. Their stories are polarizing from other Asian 

Americans, specifically in comparison to narratives of East Asians. The phenomenological 

approach applied reflection and rigorous analysis of the lived experiences of the participants to 

identify their perception of this specific phenomenon using direct quotes from the interviews, 

journals, and memos. Journal reflections were utilized to explore their perception of their 

identity. This phenomenology did not intend to generalize but provide a larger meaning to this 

specific phenomenon.  

Chapter Two presented the foundations of literature for situating the framework of this 

study. Empirical studies on civic and political engagement trends, Southeast Asians in Higher 

Education, Asian American civic and political engagement, and model minority stereotypes 

serve as a collective chronicle for supporting these findings. New literature was utilized to assist 

with understanding the meaning around the themes that emerged from the study that may not 

have been supported by studies used in Chapter Two. Other research has not directly highlighted 
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the experience of SEAA college students and their civic and political engagement. This 

discussion highlighted the parallels of the current study’s findings to the other literature and will 

assist in bridging gaps to make relative implications and suggest future research.  

SEAA Civic and Political Engagement 

 

The lack of cohesive knowledge of civic and political engagement, hyper-partisanship, 

and characteristics of Gen Z was found to shape the civic and political engagement of the 

participants in the current study. This study supported research from Kezar (2004) and Cook’s 

(1985) demonstration that civic engagement and learning were still new. It also exemplified the 

lack of cohesive knowledge of what civic and political engagement means to college students. 

Questions regarding definitions of civic and political engagement stirred up confusion among the 

participants and more questions than answers about what civic and political engagement means. 

Specifically, most participants could not identify political engagement other than the action of 

voting.  

  Littenberg-Tobias and Cohen (2016) demonstrated in their study that marginalized 

students who have experienced oppression and discrimination have different perceptions towards 

engagement. Participants noted an increase in community service in high school to add to college 

applications and because they just wanted to give back. They also discussed giving back to their 

ethnic community as a motivation. Some participants attributed their connection to their ethnic 

community with civic engagement. This is partly due to the perception that the American 

government does not provide adequate assistance for those who are underserved. These students 

attended rallies to support movements like Black Lives Matter or donated money and clothes. 

Many of these engagement opportunities were coaxed by other friends in the student 

organizations and through social media. They also participated in demonstrations for Anti-Asian 



96 

 

violence in Philadelphia, as they particularly felt connected to the Asian community. This could 

be connected to Levine’s (2011) scholarship, which proposed that ethnically diverse campus 

environments allow more successful learning of citizenship while gaining a deeper connection to 

their identity. Although there are about 12% Asian undergraduate students enrolled at the 

institution, the overall demographic of the institution of the current study is still diverse. The 

student ethnic organizations that the participants were a part of became a platform for diverse 

students to find a community who shares similar values, backgrounds, and goals. Consequently, 

this study also extended its focus on how current discrimination, systematic racism against 

Asians, and the model minority stereotype have been factors of motivation for civic and political 

engagement for many SEAA college students. 

The theme of civic engagement as accessible paralleled the findings from scholars on 

Asian American civic and political engagement. Many of the findings paralleled studies like 

Vanada’s (2010), which focused on the aggregated population within Asian American college 

students and their civic and political engagement attitudes and behaviors. Mostly, students found 

themselves more civically engaged than politically engaged. However, like Vanada’s findings, 

volunteering was concentrated within student organizations. Results were also similar to these 

students’ low perception of their institution taking an active role (e.g., town hall discussions on 

social issues, curricula changes in response to rising of Asian hate crimes) aside from emails but 

high within student ethnic organizations. Like in Vanada’s study which took place after the 2008 

presidential election, there was also a boost in engagement with the current participants because 

of the 2020 presidential election that took place before the interviews. There was an 

overwhelming agreement between the participants in their dislike and outspokenness against the 
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Republican party. Their motivation for civic and political engagement was their partisanship 

with the Democratic party and to ensure that their vote counted against the president at that time.  

Hyper Partisanship 

 

There are sharp divides in the American public’s political support that affected 

relationships and attitudes towards others. The sub-theme of hyper-partisanship was a new 

concept that emerged in the studies, which was not covered in Chapter 2’s literature review. 

With the addition of the internet as a source of information and access to more communities, the 

partisan divide is much more intense. According to Pew Research Center (2019), for the first 

time since 1992, most Democrats and Republicans have perceived the opposing party much more 

unfavorably. Democrats find Republicans close-minded and dishonest while Republicans deem 

Democrats with the same views. Frustrations from hyper-partisanship also overflow into their 

social communities and this is seen in the current study.  

Raychaudhuri’s (2018) qualitative study explored partisan identification with high levels 

of Democratic support and voting behavior of Asian Americans. Using a case study approach 

with 22 respondents that included 19 U.S. citizens, the author had two hypotheses. The first is 

first-generation Asian Americans who are more likely to socialize with other immigrants will 

lead to Democratic partisanship through conversations in peer groups. Hypothesis two describes 

how transitional and second-generation Asian Americans who interact more with diverse peers 

than their parents develop more liberal ideology and Democratic partisanship due to their 

conversations with other liberal peers. This would be mostly concentrated within higher 

education, interaction with other students in campus environments. The findings described how 

first-generation Asian immigrants were more likely to have a conservative ideology. The 

participants in Raychaudhuri’s study rarely discussed their political attitudes at home but still 
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developed democratic predispositions from socialization with peer groups. This was particularly 

valued in this study where the participants choose to only socialize with others who have similar 

Democratic views or supported the Democratic party. Asian American Gen Z’s political views 

may be surprising. This is because Asian Americans tend to be in a higher socio-economic 

bracket and from countries with a communist history or extreme religious views, which are ideal 

qualities for a Republican constituency. Raychaudhuri’s (2018) findings of the contemporary 

relevance in partisan socialization were sustained by what this study found. Hyper partisanship 

was overwhelmingly present in each one of the respondents’ interviews. They described their 

parents’ political partisanship as modest to almost nonexistence. However, if they did support a 

political party, most of their parents supported Republicans, which seemed to align with how 

Asian Americans are Republicans (Raychaudhuri, 2018). Yet, most of their parents showed 

weaker partisanship attachments. While the students in this study had stronger Democratic 

partisanship, they specifically indicated that most of their peers also have similar political 

attitudes. Early works on the role of immigrant families in partisan socialization showed that 

respondents and their parents have high degrees of similar partisanship (Dupeux & Converse, 

1962). But recent work described the opposite where the children have more of an influence on 

their parents’ political attitudes, often acting as translators of political information to help their 

parents understand American politics (McDevitt & Chaffee, 2002). Although generally, 

immigrants have weaker partisan attachments compared to non-immigrant peers.  

Generation Z and Political Engagement 

 

Unlike literature in Chapter Two on Asian American civic and political engagement, 

social media was the main feature of key engagement motivations. The intersectionality between 

Generation Z and political engagement was a theme that emerged in the findings. Social media 
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had a major impact on the current research’s participants’ civic and political engagement. 

Previous studies like Vanada (2010) had focused on Asian American college students who were 

considered Millennials. This group is described based on key political, social, and economical 

factors affecting those born between 1981 to 1996. The participants in this study were considered 

Generation Z, the demographic that succeeds the Millennials. This cohort was born between 

1997 to 2012 and is known as digital natives, who grew up with social media like Facebook and 

Instagram (Parker & Igielnik, 2020). Parker and Igielnik (2020) also reported that around 24 

million Gen Zs were eligible to cast a presidential vote in the November 2020 election. They are 

also projected to inherit a stronger economy with a record low percentage of unemployment. 

Similar to Millennials, Gen Zs are known to be more progressive, supportive of the 

government, and perceive the increase of racial and ethnic diversity as positive (Parker et.al, 

2019). They are also aware that the United States is not the most superior country on the 

international front (Parker & Igielnik, 2020). Interestingly, young voters also demonstrate their 

rejection of the Republican party which provides more insight into their political beliefs like 

Democratic partisanship. For example, Pew Research Center (2019) survey found that 77% of 

registered voters between 18 to 23 disapproved of Trump. And 61% of this population were likely 

to vote for the Democratic party for the 2020 elections (Parker et al., 2019). Gen Zs are more 

racially diverse than the previous generations which represents the leading change in the 

American racial and ethnic makeup (Parker & Igielnik, 2020). But they are also less likely to be 

immigrants and more likely to be children of immigrants compared to Millennials. In this study, 

only one participant was born outside of the United States. This is reflective of the demographic 

of this study. However, both Millennials and Gen Zs agree that the Black community is treated 

unfairly more than the White community. This was exhibited in the interviews regarding 
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participants attending Black Lives Matter events in support of the cause. These participants 

believe that there are racial injustices against the Black community that is addressed, and they 

also believed that Donald Trump has been at the forefront in promoting racism. These participants 

recognized the inequalities in society and the presence of racism within their social environment 

and experience in their daily lives. All have described themselves supporting the Democratic 

party and have expressed dissatisfaction with Donald Trump. Their disapproval of Donald Trump 

has forced them to disconnect from others within their social community who support him. Their 

extreme hyper-partisanship affected their social networks where they consciously disengage from 

those who are Republicans.  

The utilization of Instagram to engage with others, debate, or stay informed about social 

and political issues is an example of how social media is used overall by Gen Z students. Over 

95% of Generation Z have access to mobile smartphones and 97% utilize at least seven of the 

major online platforms (Parker & Igielnik, 2020). Characteristics of Gen Z were visible in how 

the students in the current study approached certain interview questions, especially how they 

received and dispersed information and engaged with others. Most news-related information was 

reportedly gained from Facebook and Instagram.  

Challenges to SEAA Engagement 

 

There were evolving challenges that prevented these students from becoming politically 

engaged that attest to the influence of the model minority stereotype and the lack of societal 

knowledge in the vastness of Asian culture and race. Similar to Vanada’s (2010) findings, there 

was also a general sense of doubt and distrust in the government’s ability to advocate for equality 

for underrepresented groups like SEAA. One other resounding challenge that Liu et al. (2012) 

and this study shared is the lack of time to become engaged in both civic and political activities. 
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Notably, other challenges came into the light like education in the process of voting, legality, and 

access. A challenge that emerged from the interviews is the common immigrant voting mishaps 

of ethnic names versus names that are eventually recorded on legal identifications. Two 

contemporary issues regarding APPI voter access are new state laws on citizenship verification 

and data requirements for the Voting Rights Act in electoral districts. AAPIs often face problems 

invalidating their voter registration and their transliterated Asian names used on various forms of 

IDs (Ratcliffe, 2011). It is often found that Asians commonly do not use English names on 

driver’s licenses or school registrations. Lawmakers insensitively suggest that it would be easier 

to vote if Asians change their names that others can “deal” with (Ratcliffe, 2011). During the 

2012 election cycle, some state organizers challenged suspected non-citizen voting and accused 

voters with “foreign” names and participating in illegal voting (Ratcliffe, 2011). Furthermore, 

Asian Americans are stereotypically regarded as “perpetual foreigners”, and they often face a 

higher risk of citizenship challenges at the polls. This challenge instills even more suspicion 

from poll workers and watchers, which eventually becomes a source of intimidation for voting 

within the SEAA population. 

Avoidance of Discussion. Unlike Eliasoph’s (1998) assumption that members of 

volunteer groups avoid public political debates or controversial conversations about politics, this 

group was much more open to discussing politics and participating in genuine discussions about 

the real injustices that have engulfed the current state of the United States. Many of these 

participants were open about their political views and their inherent dislike for the Trump 

presidency. Alexa whispered during the interview when talking about others who she assumed 

had a racist point of view. She whispered because these individuals were students in the program 

she was attending, and she was in the common room. This specific interaction could indicate that 

https://www.chron.com/news/houston-texas/article/Texas-lawmaker-suggests-Asians-adopt-easier-names-1550512.php
https://www.chron.com/news/houston-texas/article/Texas-lawmaker-suggests-Asians-adopt-easier-names-1550512.php
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there is still some uncomfortableness talking about politics with others who have opposite views 

when there is a chance of interaction outside the virtual world. In this study, conversations were 

thoroughly concentrated on current events, racism, identity via student organizations and social 

media as platforms to speak out. However, there is some indication that they still have some 

apprehension about talking about these situations with others. 

Invisibility as Motivation. The model minority stereotype has influenced the way 

individuals see their identity and this can be connected to the theme of ethnic identity as 

motivation for engagement. Vanada (2010) found that some engagement barriers revolve 

around feelings of disconnectedness from other Asian communities and the inability to find a 

shared consciousness. However, the students in this study felt a stronger sense of community 

and engagement, especially during the increase in tension against Asians which clouds the 

Covid-19 pandemic that unites them. Current discrimination and historical racism against 

Asians through the model minority stereotype have been factors of motivation to engage. There 

was also a general sense of awareness of how Southeast Asians in America remain 

undistinguishable in comparison to other Asian ethnicities, and participants experienced this 

through racist interactions with others. For instance, students reported being referred to another 

Asian ethnic identity, or others not knowing the location of their familial country of origin, 

which intensifies their shared invisibility. This sense of awareness and attitude mobilized these 

students rather than deterred them to engage civically and politically. These revelations were 

not present in other Asian American-related research on civic and political engagement. But 

being a Gen Z during the pandemic also stood as a critical factor for this increase in 

engagement.  
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Not only did participants feel connected as one community, but they also felt a sense of 

responsibility in supporting other minority groups that have long been oppressed like the Black 

community. The long history of racism against Asian Americans and its influence in the current 

racially charged issues seemed to positively affect the participants’ political engagement such as 

participation in the 2020 election, attending rallies, and political debates on social media. This 

provides further evidence to support Littenberg-Tobias and Cohen’s (2016) findings that students 

who are from groups that experienced violence, racism, and immigrant discrimination see 

political engagement differently in a way that it is a responsibility to advocate for social justice 

for their community.  

Ethnic Student Organizations Influence on Engagement  

 

Based on the study’s theme on limited college influence for engagement, the influence of 

the university itself in promoting civic and political engagement is minimal. All participants 

perceived institutional outreach about current social justice issues or civic services as sporadic. 

They believed that the institution discriminately selects issues to speak about via formal email 

communication from the President and other major institutional leaders. Based on participants’ 

responses about the perception of how the institution advocates for the Asian American interest, 

the current Asian hate crimes may not be perceived by the institution as a pressing subject to 

hastily address like the Black Lives Matter movement.  

  The university itself did not influence students’ motivation to become civically engaged, 

rather student organizations provided those incentives. Engagement opportunities were mostly 

concentrated in the student organizations they were a part of or students themselves on campus. 

Major activities reported included asking others to sign petitions or educating others about voter 

registration. These specific programming and discussions taking place within student-formed 
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organizations on current political discourse allowed for an increase in political knowledge and 

activism which Beaumont et al.’s (2006) study also discovered. The authors explained that 

programming creates an impact on students’ political activity and identity.  

Four out of seven participants in this study were affiliated with a multicultural or ethnic-

related student organization in addition to being part of a leadership-based organization, one was 

strictly in a leadership-based organization related to their majors. Those six participants reported 

a positive experience and exposure to community services and volunteering compared to the one 

participant, Katie who was only involved in an academic-related club. This is consistent with 

Museus et al.’s (2016) study who found an increase in community engagement from members of 

student ethnic and multicultural organizations that focus on nurturing their cultural capital. The 

students in both studies were mostly part of cultural related organizations and saw this 

membership as a platform to heighten awareness of issues within the community and civic 

engagement.  

Katie was the only one who was part of an academic leadership-based organization that 

did not revolve around celebrating specific diverse or ethnic cultures. However, Katie reported 

having less exposure to civic and political engagement compared to the other students who were 

a part of a student ethnic organization. Being part of these ethnic student organizations opened 

conversations about current issues that revolve around their community. The interviews highlight 

the difference in engagement between students who have membership in an ethnic student 

organization compared to in general leadership student organizations. It also reflects Museus, 

Shiroma, and Dizon’s (2016) qualitative study on factors that influence SEAA student success. 

They asserted that connections with someone from a similar cultural background can shape 
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college experience and those transformational connections can create further opportunities for 

engagement within their cultural community. 

Role of Identity  

 

  The role of identity was also explored with regards to the students’ attitudes and 

behaviors of civic and political engagement and visible in the theme around ethnic identity as an 

influence for engagement. Acculturation, pan-ethnic link fate, hyphenated identity, and 

invisibility were facets of their identity that affected their views. Acculturation gaps between the 

students and their parents were certainly present in this study, which is similar to Chan’s (2011) 

findings. There was no clear indication that these acculturation gaps were barriers to becoming 

civic and politically engaged, but it rather motivated students to become more educated in 

politics and current social issues. This was the opposite of their parents who were not as gripped 

by the dealings of American politics. However, tensions were reported between participants and 

their parents who had supported Donald Trump. These students expressed disapproval because 

they believe Donald Trump stood as an embodiment of racism.  

 Pan-ethnic Identity  

In Liu’s (2012) study, there was a general absence of community with other Asian ethnic 

groups, which stands as a barrier to feeling a pan-ethnic linked fate. This study demonstrated the 

opposite of what Liu reported; students felt more united with other Asians mostly due to the 

current issues affecting all Asian Americans. There was a mix of participants identifying 

themselves as their ethnic background and their hyphenated American identification. Although, 

most reported that they do often identify with a broader term with the hyphenated American 

identification, Asian Americans and they specifically identify as their ethnic identity when they 

are around other Asians. In contrast to Trieu’s (2018) findings, these participants did not strongly 
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reject the term Asian American. But they used the broader identification of being Asian 

American intermittently with their ethnic identification. They did not use a hyphenated ethnic 

and American identity compared to the other two labels of just their ethnic identity or Asian 

American in day-to-day conversations. Some perceived the distinction of American was already 

obvious and classification of being an American in addition to their ethnicity is insignificant as 

they organically identify as this. Most of the participants used the term Asian or Asian American 

as part of solidarity in the experiences that they all often experience.  

Ethnic Relational Influence 

 

Community Service as Civic Engagement. Relational influence on engagement was 

present for most participants. These SEAA students who were part of multiple communities 

(ethnic, racial, and religious) like church groups or friends who were from the same ethnic and 

racial background were more likely to participate in civic opportunities. Before college, this 

study’s participants’ social identities were indicative of their choice to join these ethnic or 

multicultural organizations and engage. Church membership provided opportunities to volunteer, 

and their family influenced them to participate. Some of the church memberships revolved 

around ethnic communities like Vicky, who was part of a Lao temple. Furthermore, like in 

Chan’s (2011) findings, students were likely to participate in civic activities that benefit 

communities reflective of their identity. For instance, students who did community service did it 

to support their ethnic-based church. They attended rallies or voiced their concerns about anti-

Asian hate crimes because they identified with their pan-ethnic identity. It is most likely that 

these social groups strengthened their racial and ethnic identities by promoting knowledge on the 

current challenges within their groups as well as celebrating their culture.  
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SEAA Leadership. Social capital is a network of people that have shared values, norms, 

and understandings that facilitate unity among the group and build a common identity and a 

sense of belonging. This intensifies feelings of community, togetherness, and emboldened 

collective of behaviors. Museus and Mueller’s (2018) study investigated social capital among 

SEAA undergraduate students but for this study, there was no indication that there were specific 

leaders from the same background that served as part of their social or cultural capital. This may 

also reflect the current faculty and staff demographics of the campus and the limited number of 

Asians, specifically Southeast Asians that are employed. This denotes a common issue within 

American higher education institutions that lack Southeast Asian American educators and 

administrators (SEARAC, 2013). This underlines Yosso’s (2005) emphasis on cultural wealth’s 

impact in supporting students and the consequences of inequities in the shortage of 

representation of Southeast Asian leaderships in higher education. However, the student 

organizations themselves stand as part of their cultural capital, specifically Sisters in Speech 

Pathology and Audiology, The Philippine American Council, and ASA. Motivations in seeking 

these clubs were to feel a sense of belonging with others who have similar backgrounds, 

socioeconomic history, culture, and tradition.  

Theoretical Considerations 

 

Critical Race Theory and Asian Critical Race Theory were used as the theoretical 

framework to guide this study. The overarching motivation of this study is to highlight stories 

regarding people of color, particularly SEAA individuals, and their experiences with political 

and civic engagement in the United States. Critical race theory states that racism is embedded in 

American society, culture, and legal processes. This theory seeks to address why racism leads to 

disparity, in hopes to eliminate racism and oppression in America. Its commitment to social 
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justice involves storytelling and narratives, which is crucial to understanding why racism exists 

to provide an alternative and crucial epistemological perspective regarding people of color 

(Iftikar & Museus, 2008). To specifically tell the story of these Southeast Asian participants, it 

was imperative to analyze the study’s findings through the lens of Asian Critical Race Theory. 

Elements of the Asian Critical Race Theory were striking in the interviews of this study. 

“Asianization” sees Asians as “perpetual foreigners, threatening yellow perils, along with the 

model and deviant minorities” (Iftikar & Museus, 2008, p. 940). This was particularly present 

when discussing the topic of Asian hate crimes that led to the participants becoming more 

politically engaged during the Covid pandemic. Participants shared their individual experiences 

of being victims of racism. They also expressed fear for their families’ safety during the 

pandemic. Some participants questioned why Asians are targeted despite “not doing 

anything”.  This anti-Asian rhetoric and historical scapegoating have been preserved and 

heightened because of the pandemic. 

There is also a need for recognition on how political participation is relevant in strategic 

(anti)essentialism, which is part of the Asian Critical Race theory (Iftikar & Museus, 2008). This 

concept counters the narratives that Asians are monolithic groups, emphasizing the ways Asians 

can intervene in their racialization, which oppresses them. The participants in this study reflected 

on their experiences with others who did not know where they were from and questioned their 

true origin. The exertion of their invisibility motivates them to have a voice, vote, and civically 

and politically engage to reconstruct their narratives. Student organizations became an initial 

platform to be open and discuss their own ethnic and racial narratives. This platform became a 

valuable outlet, specifically for the SEAA participants, to re-analyze their positionality in 

American society. Higher education has the potential in becoming a leading proponent to educate 
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the future on how the Southeast Asian experiences diverge and converge with other 

underrepresented communities and their contributions to American society. There is much to be 

learned about the racialization of SEAA through a comprehensive understanding of their history 

and past narratives, which allows for the reconstruction of understanding in their contemporary 

struggles.   

One of the ways to do this is to strongly educate college students about political 

engagement, how to make political decisions, and engage in proper discourse to create a greater 

comfort level when discussing political and current issues. An increase in political knowledge 

could also expand civic responsibility and participation in civic activities to explore more and 

innovate ways (other than traditional volunteering or voting) to address community problems. In 

addition, it could lead to building relationships outside student inner circles that could steer to 

bigger communities with higher stakes of engagement (Vanada, 2010). Participants also 

mentioned a greater sense of unity and pan-ethnic linked fate, especially during the increase in 

violence against Asians in America. Being a target of xenophobia during the pandemic became a 

shared common issue that might have strengthened connections to other Asians as a racial 

group.   

Asian Crit’s transnational contexts and intersectionality emphasizes the positionality of 

Asian Americans within oppressive institutions (Iftikar & Museus, 2008). This scope analyzes 

how White supremacy and other systems intersect, which shapes Asian American identities. The 

participants believed that President Trump’s leadership catalyzed the existing prejudice against 

the Asian community. Participants expressed disapproval of Trump and saw him as a purveyor 

of racism against minorities and immigrants. Furthermore, participants saw his supporters as 

those who supported White supremacy. These experiences increased their awareness of how 



110 

 

society views their racial and ethnic community and their racialization, which is constantly 

overlooked. 

The narratives of Southeast Asians are often overlooked but an increase in political 

knowledge can illuminate more shared interests and awareness of the challenges within their 

ethnic community and the overall Asian community. It can also generate and encourage 

representation and leadership from these communities. A general sense of trust and tolerance 

could also be established through greater efforts of political education and outreach (Stolle, 

1998). Together, these suggested ways to use Asian Critical Race Theory to conduct efforts for 

leadership, communities, and higher education may lead to a greater commitment to social 

justice and encourage stronger political and civic engagement within SEAA communities. 

Methodological Limitations 

 

 There were three limitations to the research design identified that influenced the findings 

and conclusions of this study. First, despite recruitment efforts, this study engaged seven 

participants representing three SEAA communities. This study’s participants identified as 

Filipino, Vietnamese, and Lao. Despite the vastness of SEAA, this study was not able to engage 

participants from other Southeast Asian ethnic backgrounds. Based on the institution’s 2020-

2021 report, approximately 12% of the undergraduate student population identified as Asian. 

There was no additional disaggregated data with regards to Asian undergraduate students based 

on ethnicity. This may expose the current demographic of the institution, but it also may echo the 

ongoing trend of SEAA with low college attainment and the lack of SEAA college students in 

the United States (Ng et al., 2017). SEAA has the lowest bachelor’s degree attainment. Most 

particularly, Hmong, Cambodians, and Laotians have lower college graduate rates compared to 

East Asians like Chinese, Japanese and Koreans (Ng et al., 2017). According to SEARAC 
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(2013), Laotians (34.3%), Cambodians (38.5%), and Hmong (39.6%) are some of the leading 

Asian adults aged 25 and older without completing a high school diploma. Filipinos and 

Vietnamese are the two major Southeast Asians in the United States that make up the largest 

Asian groups with 85% (Budiman and Ruiz, 2021). This could be a reason why the participants 

were mostly from these two ethnic groups. This was not further investigated, which prevented 

the opportunity to explore ethnic-based differences in patterns of civic and political engagement 

among SEAA college students.  

 Second, most participants were female, therefore it was not as diverse as the study hoped 

to be with regards to gender-diverse stories. Studies focused on-campus involvement and gender 

trends found a difference in participation between males and females (Peter et al., 2005). There 

are a handful of studies that provide an overview regarding the difference between genders in the 

way they are involved. In general, more women were enrolling in colleges. There was a 20% 

increase of high school graduates who were lower-income and women of color enrolling in 

college over the past 30 years (Peter et al., 2005). Studies found that females rated 

extracurricular activities higher than their male counterparts. Females were more likely to 

volunteer while males tended to focus on research, build relationships with faculty, and pursue 

“serious” academic endeavors to ensure opportunities for higher-paying careers after college 

(Sander, 2012).  This study did not focus on gender differences to explore the relevance of 

previous studies. It would also be thought-provoking to know how Asian cultural and gender 

expectations affect the students’ perception. This analysis would have enhanced conclusions 

about gender-based motivations for civic and political engagement amount SEAA college 

students. 
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The criterion of being a part of a student organization may have been a limitation of this 

study. This study’s findings suggest there is a difference in civic and political engagement 

between students active in ethnic and multicultural clubs versus students active in academic-

based leadership clubs. Participants were able to reflect on having more open discussions of 

current Asian social issues and Asian-related community service and activities in their ethnic and 

multicultural clubs in comparison to their academic-based leadership clubs. However, the 

interview questions did not allow for an in-depth analysis of these differences. Overall, this study 

did not consider SEAA students who were not a part of student organizations. There may be 

major differences with the exposure, behavior, and perception behaviors for SEAA who are not 

in student organizations. This is also important because many student organizations could not 

meet in person due to Covid and some students enrolled in college virtually for a year or more.  

This study might have gotten a glimpse of that with one of the participants who were part of an 

academic leadership organization but had spent most of her time online during her first year of 

college. She was admittedly less involved in civic and politically related activities. Although she 

was part of a student organization and had been exposed to the campus activities for a year 

(which was part of the eligibility criteria), her online experience may have been a valuable factor 

in her limited engagement. The study did not expand on the students who were affected by the 

pandemic and have had all their college experiences online.  

Recommendations and Implications for Higher Education 

Recommendations for Future Research 

 

This qualitative study was not meant to generalize the findings but to look deeper into the 

essence of SEAA college students’ experience of civic and political engagement. To produce 

generalizable findings, a quantitative approach using a survey design could be used to investigate 
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whether there will be similar results with a larger participant and wider region. A survey with 

larger samples conducted nationwide or with a variety of institutional sizes could provide a 

broader range of perspectives on SEAA college students’ civic and political engagement. 

Quantitative studies could strengthen the results of this study’s findings with statistical support. 

Furthermore, it could prove the broader general points made by this study and the depth to 

understand its implications. 

Despite the addition of this study, there are few studies done on the SEAA college 

student experience, even more on their civic and political engagement. With that said, future 

qualitative studies using a phenomenological approach can capture the experiences of SEAA 

students from the Hmong and Cambodian backgrounds, two of the population that is known to 

have low educational attainment (SEARAC, 2013). This is especially important because these 

two groups’ experiences were not present in this study. Additionally, researchers have found that 

there is a difference between how female and male students engage in college (Peter et al., 

2005). There are a handful of scholars that have supported these general findings through a 

quantitative approach using a survey design. Future qualitative research could also look at 

differences in involvement between SEAA males versus females. By analyzing data, it could 

reach a diverse perspective and data of SEAA civic and political engagement. 

This topic could also be expanded and followed up by exploring how engagement 

opportunities in college have influenced SEAA students after graduating. Especially for those on 

the executive board, extra attention could be placed on how their leadership roles go beyond 

college. Fenzel and Peyrot (2005) conducted a quantitative study through surveys of alumni and 

explored the effects of community service and service-learning on their engagement attitudes and 

behaviors. To expand their research, a disaggregated longitudinal case study could also be 
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conducted to explore how engagement in college (including the influence of the pandemic) have 

long-term impacts on Asian Americans and whether their executive board roles have become a 

factor in continued leadership after college. Disaggregated data could ensure that differences in 

responses based on ethnicity are captured. 

Recommendations for Practice  

 

 Refining definitions of engagement. The findings of this study highlighted a lack of 

comprehensive knowledge in the definition of civic engagement and activities related to civic 

and political engagement. Critics of higher education suggested that it diverted away from the 

traditional contribution to the public good and educating individuals in democratic engagement 

(Kezar, 2004). Higher education has become more economic, and market driven. Collaboration 

between universities to create a more defined civic and political engagement mission along with 

stronger initiatives could increase overall student civic education (Kezar, 2004). Furthermore, 

through stronger curriculum development, service learning, and engagement incentives for 

students, higher education institutions can build a greater outreach and a more prominent role in 

creating civic responsibility outside of student organization efforts. This does not only benefit the 

general student body but those minority students who have limited engagement. Chan’s (2011) 

study referred to the significance of civic activities to increase social justice consciousness. 

These pathways could be effective to empower students who are from disadvantaged groups. 

Therefore, practitioners and leaders can incorporate civic education and activities such as 

acknowledgment and encouragement for open and scholarly discussions of current racially 

charged issues in society that could increase awareness rather than just one email. 

Develop AAPI and SEAA Curriculum. Combating the model minority stereotype starts 

with education. Adding more AAPI and SEAA specific curricula would fortify the notion that 
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Asians belong here (Bellamy-Walker, 2022). The absence of AAPI related studies in education 

offers a false narrative that they are not affected by the systematic racism in America. In 

addition, courses and curricula that revolve around Southeast Asians, the history of racism, and 

their positionality in America could increase awareness of these ethnic groups, who are often 

forgotten as part of the American society. Trieu (2018) supported this sentiment through their 

findings. AAS courses and Asian ethnic organizations can personally influence students from the 

same background and the development of their identity (Vanada, 2010). Currently, there are a 

limited number of courses and majors focusing on Asian American studies (Constantine, 2019). 

According to Constantine (2019), College Board reported that only 25 not-for-profit higher 

education institutions and colleges offer Asian American majors to degree-seeking 

undergraduate students. Currently, an Asian Studies department (at the study’s institution) exists 

but upon review of course availability by the researcher, there are more courses offered on East 

Asian compared to Southeast Asian courses. Increases in SEAA education in higher education 

are especially significant in rewriting their narratives, creating a sense of belonging and voice 

within the Asian community, and resisting Asian Critical Theory’s Asianization. 

 Remove Barriers to College Access. Access for lower-income and marginalized 

students, including SEAA has been a constant challenge in education. The findings from this 

study have further implications in higher education. Literature has suggested that there is a lack 

of Southeast Asians pursuing and finishing their college degree (SEARAC, 2013). Developing 

more programs and actively encouraging conversations for change from higher education leaders 

and local communities where there is a large SEAA young individuals could lead to more 

increase of resources. Higher education could also provide a higher quality of support services 

for SEAA college students as well as educational support to increase their success. But in 
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addition, there is a need to increase access for SEAA students. Investment in college outreach 

and preparation programs to combat the low college attainment for this demographic (SEARAC, 

2013).  

 Advancing the AAPI Agenda. Strengthening AAPI and SEAA student organizations by 

cultivating a relationship between these student organizations and the institution can build a 

greater coalition to advance the AAPI agenda in higher education. Since student organizations 

are entryways to engagement, civic offices can poignantly partner with them to strengthen civic 

and political education. Local elections are often overlooked with limited media coverage 

compared to national elections. From the findings of this study and the common responses in 

lack of education and confidence in local polls and government, it would be impactful to increase 

education within this area. With a deeper understanding of how immigrant populations have a 

higher stake in both local and national politics, voter turnouts could be impacted (Ramakrishnan, 

2008).  

Connecting Students to SEAA Leaders. Furthermore, there is also an absence of 

Southeast Asian leaders within higher education institutions. Interestingly, participants lacked 

responses when they were asked about Asian leaders whom they knew. With higher education 

ensuring representation of Southeast Asian leaders, faculty, community leaders, there is more of 

a chance that students from similar backgrounds could build cultural capital to increase success. 

They can also facilitate building connections between local leaders and community advocates 

and AAPI and SEAA student organizations to help develop student cultural capital and 

awareness of the benefits of mobilization as a pan-ethnic group. 

Actionable Programs at the Current Institution. The current institution can take 

actionable steps to increase civic and political engagement for Asian Americans and their diverse 
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population based on the recommendations above. Definitions of civic and political engagement 

are often internal, only to be utilized for assessments; however, these definitions are not on the 

main page for their office of government affairs and engagement that is easily accessible. 

Creating a well-structured definition of civic and political engagement can be beneficial and 

adopted by all institutional offices and student organizations. During the height of the pandemic, 

a coalition group of Asian Americans consisting of faculty and staff was created to act as a 

resource and support for Asian Americans at the university. However, this coalition did not have 

any student participation. It would have been extremely advantageous to have formed this 

coalition with the consideration for all Asian American students in the institution in addition to 

Asian American students who are members of student organizations. Not only would this have 

opened more opportunities for civic and political engagement and education, but this would 

strengthen the institution’s connection to these students who constantly feel invisible. In 

addition, this study found that participants could not identify any community leaders that were 

SEAA. Welcoming students to this coalition can also cultivate cultural capital connections with 

SEAA leaders. Furthermore, at the institution, there is an Asian Studies major offered to 

undergraduate students. Among the 30 plus credits required, most courses centered around 

Japanese and Chinese history and one South Asian course. There is also an Asian Studies minor 

but requires mostly East Asian courses. This is a specific example of how institutions can take 

this opportunity to diversify their curriculum by highlighting stories of Southeast Asian 

Americans and their contribution to society. A deterrence from taking these courses could be that 

students may not have the option to take courses in the Asian Studies department due to a 

possibly strict curriculum. The incorporation of more general education courses that is an 

institutional requirement allows students the opportunity to take Asian American-related 
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curriculum courses. These are opportunities to increase efforts in educating students on civic and 

political engagement and creating access for Southeast Asian American students. 

Conclusion 

 Several valuable intersecting factors motivate these Gen Z SEAA college students to 

become politically and civically engaged. Opportunities for civic engagement were often through 

the student organizations students were part of. The influence of their identity and creating a 

social network of others from similar backgrounds have been an integral value to why they 

engage. The findings of this study suggest the critical significance of student organizations. 

These participants echo the current generation, who are enthusiastic and open about their 

political partisanship, addressing social issues, and being honest in their reflection of their 

attitudes towards political and civic engagement.  
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APPENDICES 

APPENDIX A: ELIGIBILITY AND DEMOGRAPHIC SURVEY 

 

This research project will explore the attitudes and behaviors of Southeast Asian American 

college students. 

 

If you are interested in participating in this study, please fill out the eligibility survey 

below. It will take no longer than 10 minutes to complete. If you are a fit for the study, you 

will be contacted by the researcher to confirm your interest in participating and review the 

process in participating including a review of the consent form. The researcher will also be able 

to answer any questions you may have at that time. 

  

  Eligibility Survey 

 Date: 

 Name: 

 Email: 

 Phone Number: 

  

What is your current citizenship status? 

  

What is your age? (in years) _______ 

  

Which of the following best describes your gender? 

 Female 

 Male 

 Genderqueer or non-binary 

 Prefer to self-describe _________________ 

 Prefer not to answer 

  

  

What is your current class level? 

 Freshman 

 Sophomore 

 Junior 

 Senior 

  

What student organization are you a member of? 

  

  

How long have you been in your student organization? 

  

  

What on-campus extracurricular activities are you currently involved in? 
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 Participated in a group or organization 

 Performed a leadership role in an organization or club 

 Discussed politics, social, or community issues in class 

 Engaged in service-learning as part of a class 

 Voted in student elections 

 Raised awareness about an issue, campaign, party, or group 

 Raised money for an issue, campaign, party, or group 

 Participated in student campaigns 

 Taken a political science or government course 

 Taken a course that deals with social, political, or economic inequality 

 Persuaded other students to vote for a particular issue, candidate, or party 

 Acted as a tutor, mentor, or coach for other students 

 Participated in a racial/ethnic organization 

  

  

How did you hear about these opportunities? 

  

Are you eligible to vote for the presidential election? 

Yes 

No 

  

Did you vote in the last presidential election? 

Yes 

No 

  

  

Which of the following best describes how you identify your ethnicity? (Check all boxes that 

apply) 

 American 

 Thai 

 Hmong 

 Cambodian 

 Laotian 

 Vietnamese 

 Filipino 

 Other______________________________________________________ 
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                           Demographic Questionnaire 

  

Date: 

Name: 

Email: 

  

What is your major? 

  

What is your current cumulative GPA? 

  

Are you a Full Time or Part Time student? 

  

Are you receiving any financial aid? 

  

What is your total household income? 

Less than $10,000 

$10,000 to $19,999 

$20,000 to $29,999 

$30,000 to $39,999 

$40,000 to $49,999 

$50,000 to $59,999 

$60,000 to $69,999 

$70,000 to $79,999 

$80,000 to $89,999 

$90,000 to $99,999 

$100,000 to $149,999 

$150,000 or more 

  

Are you employed while attending college? 

Yes 

No 

  

What is the number of hours you currently work in a week? 

  

Background Information: 
  

Where is your hometown? 

  

Are your parents immigrants? 

●  Yes 

●  No 

  

If yes, where is your parents’ native country? 
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How many years have your parents resided in the United States? 

●  0-10 years 

●  10-20 years 

●  20-30 years 

●  30-40 years 

●  40 or more years 

  

Are you a first-generation (first in your immediate family attending college) college student? 

●  Yes 

●  No 

  

Do you identify yourself with a hyphenated ethnic identity i.e Vietnamese American rather than 

only American or Vietnamese? 

Yes 

No 

If yes, what is your hyphenated identity? 

  

Which languages do you speak? 

Are you fluent? 

  

What language do you speak at home with your parents or family? 
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APPENDIX B: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

                                                       

Interview questions will be asked in a natural progression. The goal is to have the interview 

ended in a conversation with participants being able to voice their concerns on issues not 

addressed at the beginning of the interview. 

Identity and Ethnicity based questions: 

1. In your own words, how do you define civic and political engagement? 

2. How do your parents or family see service to the community? 

3. How have they influenced your identity and how you view things in the world? 

4. What are their expectations for you when it comes to education and career path? 

5. What are your thoughts on the current rise of anti-Asian sentiments during the pandemic 

and how has this affected the way you see your identity? 

6. How do you feel about the term Asian American in comparison to your hyphenated 

identity when it comes to talking about Asian-related issues? 

7. Do you feel that facing this issue as part of an Asian community strengthens your 

connection with other Asians as a united community or do you feel like there is a divide based on 

ethnic differences? 

8. What advantages and disadvantages do you see within your ethnic community (in 

America) (e.g., education, leadership, political voice) that you feel the most affected by? Do you 

think there's significant attention to these issues? 

College and Ethnic Influence on Opportunities: 

9. What interests you in becoming a member of an ethnic campus organization? 
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10. Do you feel that your ethnic identity is one of the motivations in getting involved in your 

club(s)? How? (did you have the same outlet in high school) 

11. How do you describe your campus in the way they promote opportunities for civic and 

political engagement like voting or community service?  Do you think you’ve been receptive to 

this? 

12. What sorts of activities have you participated in at college aside from the student 

organization you are in? 

a.  How did you get involved? 

b.  What made you get involved? 

c.   If you have not, why not? 

13. Do you feel like your university has effectively expressed its support for the AAPI 

community with the current issue? 

14. How has your involvement with campus opportunities or your student organization 

encouraged you to get involved more in civic and/or political engagement? 

Civic and Political Engagement 

15. Over the past year and recent election, how active have you been in politics (e.g. 

voting, actively supporting a political party or candidate, contacting an elected 

official, attending a political rally)? 

a.  What are your motivations? 

b.   What do you think stands as a challenge in being politically engaged? 

16. How would you rate your civic engagement compared to your political engagement? 

17. How has the current increase in xenophobia and racism against AAPI have influenced 

your views of our society and government? 
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18. Racism against Asian Americans is not new but there've been a lot more Asian 

Americans including college students who have been speaking up and protesting and there have 

been more massive movements, how do you feel about vocalizing these issues? 

19. Do you know any representatives in the local and national political sphere that are 

Southeast Asians or Asian Americans? What are you the most concerned with? 

20. Is there anything that you think is important for me to understand about your engagement 

experience in college as a SEAA student? 

 

 

 

 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  


