
Research instrument is primarily quantitative (with three 
qualitative items) survey. Quantitative items developed as four 
point Likert-type scales. An intensive and multi-stage process, 
based on Moore and Benbasat’s (1991) two-stage approach to 
sorting survey items to ensure construct validity, was employed. 
For more depth, constructed response items were included.

Survey items examined South Asian American adults’ 
perceptions of experiences in school. In particular: (1) academic 
and (2) executive functioning support needs, (3) perceptions of 
teacher cultural competence, including belief in stereotypes, and 
(4) connectedness to school and rating of overall experiences. 

Sample (n = 85) was recruited through college organizations, 
community groups, and social media.

Item results were examined individually and as part of composite 
scales examining overarching themes. Constructed response 
questions were also analyzed to identify emerging patterns 
within those responses themselves, and to examine patterns with 
each respondent's’ quantitative answers.

PURPOSE
The study examines South Asian Americans’ perceptions of K-12 
experiences, especially in context of teacher cultural competence.

METHODOLOGY

South Asian American participants had academic support and executive functioning support needs that went unmet by 
teachers. 68.2% reported feeling teachers thought they needed less help than their peers. 64.7% reported teachers thought they 
needed less support in executive functioning skills (e.g., time management, organization); in constructed responses, 70.6% 
said teachers could have better supported them or their needs.

72.9% reported they felt their teachers knew little about their backgrounds or low cultural proficiency, and 77.7% reported 
teachers believed stereotypes (e.g., model minority myth). And 81.2% reported teachers knew less about them, compared to 
students from other backgrounds.

Participants also shared how they wish their experiences had differed. Many did not feel very connected to school, and 
may not have had ideal K-12 experiences; responses included descriptions of overall experiences in school such as “meh,” 
and “painful.”

Perceiving low teacher cultural competence is closely correlated with overall negative experiences in school.

FINDINGS

South Asian American students’ experiences would likely improve if (1) they received 
more support, (2) teachers overcame belief in the model minority myth, (3) teachers 
had high cultural proficiency related to supporting these students, and (4) support 
systems outside of the K-12 context were established. Because of the current lack in 
existing literature, developing the findings of this study into contributions to the 
research may be valuable; continued research (to examine experiences of subgroups, 
their needs, and approaches to improving student experiences) might help address the 
following issues: (1) the lack of literature, (2) the need to address teachers’ low 
cultural competence, and (3) the need to mitigate any negative effects of teachers’ low 
cultural competence on students. Through more efforts to improve research and 
practice related to cultural proficiency, we can improve experiences of all students.

CONCLUSION

IMPLICATIONS
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH
- Further look into factors impacting student experiences
- Establish guide to overcoming belief in model minority myth
- Examine needs of other Asian American groups
- Examine specific South Asian American subgroups
- Examine experiences in context of colorism, SES, Americanization
- Explore impacts of increasing discrimination, Islamophobia, xenophobia

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR TEACHERS 
(1) Know low cultural proficiency contributes to negative experiences,
(2) Overcome belief in model minority myth
(3) Improve general cultural competence & specific cultural proficiency
(4) Provide more support to all (academic, exec functioning, socioemotional) 
(5) Build stronger student-teacher relationships with all
(6) Increase access to diverse representation¹

CONSIDERATIONS FOR OTHER EDUCATION LEADERS
- Provide cultural proficiency training & tools to all educators² 
- Emphasize diverse hiring practices
- Encourage South Asian Americans to enter teaching
- Engage families in supporting students’ socioemotional needs
- Establish outreach efforts to support students directly
- Provide mentorship opportunities for students

¹ The #WeNeedDiverseBooks and #BrownBooksProject campaigns can help 
maximize diverse representations in the classroom

² Free resources for teachers are now available at ISAASE.org/for-teachers 
RATIONALE

Key findings from literature are corroborated by two-part exploratory 
study teachers’ self-reported cultural proficiency related to South Asian 
American students through an exploratory, quantitative survey (n = 15) 
and group interview (n = 4). 

Results suggest…

● Teachers may believe stereotypes about South Asian Americans 
(e.g., model minority myth -- the idea that these students need less 
support than their peers from other cultural groups)

● Teachers recognize their own belief in model minority myth
● Teachers acknowledge belief in the myth may be harmful to the students
● Teachers express that their support of these students, and their overall 

cultural proficiency, might be improved by receiving training
● Teachers also provided ideas for developing such a training

Findings from review of literature and exploratory studies suggest a need 
to examine South Asian Americans’ perceptions of K-12 experiences.

CONTEXT
South Asian Americans are a growing group, but little literature about their 
experiences or needs exists. What does exist groups diverse Asian American 
subgroups into a single homogenous population. 

Consequently, educators may lack cultural proficiency related to supporting 
these students, and may believe stereotypes about them (e.g., model minority 
myth); South Asian Americans’ K-12 experiences may be negatively impacted.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

(1) Do South Asian Americans feel their 
general academic support needs are 
met?

(2) Do South Asian Americans feel their 
executive functioning academic 
support needs are met?

(3) Do South Asian Americans perceive 
their K-12 teachers as culturally 
competent?

(4) How connected to school do South 
Asian Americans feel?
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So what are South Asian Americans’ K-12 
experiences?
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Key Findings from Existing Literature:
• Existing literature on Asian Americans overgeneralizes, 

treats all Asian subgroups as a single monolithic group
• There is a lack of research on South Asian American students
• Belief in model minority myth (tied to low cultural 

proficiency) is widespread
• Model minority myth harmful to all students; creates conflict, 

may result in less support, harms relationships between 
students and teachers, can translate to worse overall 
experiences and connectedness

“I wish my teachers 
took more time getting to 
know me versus making 
assumptions based on 
stereotyping”

There exists great diversity among South Asian American communities 
(Rahman & Paik, 2017), and therefore, there exists a need to examine the 

experiences and needs of the individuals who comprise them. This is 
especially true for South Asian American students; from an academic, 

executive functioning skills, and socioemotional perspective, these 
students’ overall K-12 experiences could be greatly improved.
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