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Carole Davis Educating Immigrant Students Instructor: Dr. Susan Melnick and Kevin Roxas



TE891 MSU Summer 2007



Course Description: This course examined the education of immigrant students through the study of immigration demographics in the U.S., challenges and impact of immigration on family dynamics, the multiple worlds of immigrants, educational adaptations of immigrants and the practice, theory and policy of teaching immigrant students. We also examined selected students' experiences and relevant background information for different immigrant groups to better understand the genesis and consequences of social differentiation for all students--immigrant, migrant, and native--in the U. S. and in other countries.



Selected Coursework: Case Study on Educating Kenyan College Students



By Carole J. Davis



In my few years of teaching at a community college I have been fortunate to have had students from all over the world, representing countries as diverse as Brazil, Germany, Korea and China. However, I have been especially intrigued by my students from Kenya. Kenya is a country with a strong commitment to promoting education among its Central East African populace of 31 million and I‟ve found their young people who come here to study are unfailingly friendly, patient and extremely dedicated with a powerful desire to learn (Presidential candidate Barak Obama‟s father is a classic example of Kenyan success, rising from a poor, remote village to Harvard University). At first I was concerned about finding adequate information for this case study, but among other resources I found was a wonderful, newly established on-line magazine called KenyaImagine.com. It not only has articles written by Kenyans studying and living abroad but gave me opportunities to correspond with them. It should be noted, however, that some



Kenyans were wary of participating and requested that their names not be used, so I am honoring that by designating them Student 1, Student 2 and Student 3. In fact, throughout my research and interviews with Kenyan college students in the United States, I kept encountering the same guarded question: Why Kenya? I discovered some this caution comes from frustration with the Western media portrayal of their continent as hopelessly torn by war, disease, famine and corruption. Student 1 stated upfront “I hope you are not going to join the Western train that gleefully paints Africa as gloom.” Businesswoman and fashion icon Imam, who was born in the neighboring country of Somalia, recently said “My Africa is rich in human resources and dignity. I get insulted when I see only images of dying, of wars, of Darfur, of AIDS victims…..not our doctors, our nurses, our teachers.” (Vanity Fair, July 2007) There is also frequent exasperation from the Kenyans I met on-line that their dark skin leads Americans to make assumptions about their values, interests and viewpoints. They were quick to clarify that their culture is distinct from ours, no matter what their pigmentation. Stephen Wanyama, 24 years-old, strongly stated “I am not your brother, or your dog, or your blood” and says he faces assumptions that he can dance and likes rap. He makes another point that Africa is not just a single, homogenous entity. “Africa is not a country, Africa is not a people. There is no such thing as African culture, or African football, or African food, or art or music and we certainly do not think alike. I feel no kinship toward Nigerians…..I do not belong to some African religion. Maybe I would if one existed, but it doesn‟t.” The great diversity in Africa‟s 53 countries is further supported by DNA evidence, which has found that the African continent alone has more genetic variation than the rest of the world combined (Owens & King, 1999). As Americans and educators, it is easy to look at the dire conditions that many Africans immigrate from, like Sudanese “Lost Boys” (Luster, Johnson & Bates, 2006) and to be overwhelmed by the disparities between our lifestyles. We tend to see only the inadequacies, especially when compared to our Western prosperity. While we certainly need to acknowledge and factor in the traumas our immigrant students have faced in their homelands, we also need to look beyond the images we see in the media and recognize the positives that their culture brings. There is value in every culture, and things that appear small or even sadly insignificant to us may



have a sacred place close to an immigrant‟s heart. We need to be deliberate in recognizing the value in all kinds of upbringing and homes, no matter how foreign or less indulgent than ours. Like all immigrants, Kenyans bring with them a culture that has been deeply shaped by its history and its people. As is the case throughout Africa, there is astounding diversity within Kenya‟s border with no less than 42 different ethnic groups and languages including Swahili, Maasai and Luo (to which the Obamas belong). It‟s been noted that apart from the country‟s flag, Kenya is so diverse that it does not easily find national symbols that cut across its ethnic divides (Wikipedia, 2007). Student 2 noted that it is common for Kenyans to first identify themselves by their tribe before their nationality.



What Kenyan‟s do have in common is their history of colonialism. They have survived centuries of on and off occupation from outsiders, such as the Omani Arabs and the Portuguese, who wanted to take advantage of Kenya‟s natural resources and advantageous sea ports on the Indian Ocean. But the British colonial period that began in the late 1800s seems to stand most prominently in Kenyan minds. The British established English as the societal language, and are acknowledged for building the government infrastructure in the capital of Nairobi along with instilling a strong focus on education. Still, the Kenyan people were held as second-class citizens, and in the 1950s Kenya‟s tribes began to organize rebellions, as many other colonized African nations were doing at the time (Wikipedia, 2007). Kenyan writer Binyavanga Wainaina (2007) noted that “(n)ations are mythical creatures …that solidify when diverse people have moments when aspirations collide” and Kenya‟s moment was in 1963 when its people came together to gain full independence from Great Britain. Since independence, Kenya has shown remarkable stability despite political upheaval and crises in the neighboring countries of Somalia, Sudan and Uganda. Although Kenya has had its own smaller disturbances, the tribes have been relatively cooperative over politics, with no single



ethnic group making up over 20% of the population, and voter turn out close to 70%. Christianity is the majority religious group, with Islam and traditional religions each close to 10% of the population (Wikipedia, 2007). Kenya has seen its economy grow at an average annual rate of almost 6%, and a great deal of the wealth is credited to the Diaspora, the mass emigration of Kenyans who study and work abroad then sent money back to their homeland as remittance (Ndiangui, 2007). Many came to the America as part of the diverse new wave of immigrants at the end of the 20th century, made possible by the repeal of the Immigration Act in 1965 (Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory (NWREL), 2001). In fact, despite their long history of being colonized, Kenyans maintain good relations with Western countries. Many Kenyans want to emulate the United States for its ideal of a merit based society, where success is earned and not determined by where you come from or who you know. Brian Mogaka (2007) states that “the American dream is why we all want to immigrate there, raise our kids there”. Like the Sudanese Community (Luster, Johnson & Bates, 2006), Kenyans felt true empathy for Americans after the 9/11 attacks, especially since three years earlier they had suffered the Al Qaeda bombing of the American Embassy in Nairobi which killed hundreds of Kenyans and injured thousands more. Kenya leads all African countries in the number of students sent to the United States, and those sending money home from abroad have played a significant role in sustaining the Kenyan economy. Especially in the difficult years of the 1980s and 1990s, when the economy in Kenya stagnated and unemployment soared under the corrupt presidency of Daniel asap Moi, Kenyans would sell “their last asset to send their children to America to clean floors and wire home $50 a week” (Wainaina, 2007). Since free, open elections were once again held in 2002, Kenya is enjoying a resurgence of its economy with the Nairobi Stock Exchange “on fire”, up 787% since 2002 (Wainaina, 2007). Kenyans still appreciate the monetary gains of remittances to the homeland, which doubled from 2005 to 2006, and education is still highly valued as “the knowledge gained by a stint outside the country has inestimable value” (Ndiangui, 2007). Kenya seems to crave technological know-how, being one of the first countries to introduce digital money and it‟s noted that in the historic 2002



elections, mobile phones helped keep elections honest by keeping communication open between counting centers and allowing election results to be announced before the government officially released them (Wainaina, 2007). Kenyans consciously look toward the models of China and India as inspiration of Diasporas that significantly contribute to the betterment of their homeland through economic and knowledge transfers (Ndiangui, 2007). And it is certainly a strong desire for many individual Kenyans to study abroad in order to contribute to the development of their home country. It estimated 46% of Kenyans still live below the poverty level, and like many other countries on the continent, it is actively combating malaria and AIDS. In remote, rural areas of the country such as Dertu, only 10% of the population is literate and challenges such as hunger, disease, tribal rivalries along with the practices of polygamy and female genital mutilation are still prevalent. But with its healthy economy, Kenya‟s health budget is steadily increasing, contributing to a fall in the number of new HIV cases in recent years (Munk, 2007). Therefore, it‟s no surprise that the responsibility Kenyan students feel to help their families back at home is acute. Like many other immigrants groups we‟ve studied (Olsen, 1998; Qin, 2006), Kenyans have a culture of very close knit families where the parents are deeply involved in their children‟s‟ lives. Patricia Wanga (2007) notes that “the average Kenyan is under parental control and care often until after his college education”. Peter Ndiangui writes that it is not unusual for parents to choose what career path their adult children take and for children to live in their parent‟s home until they are thirty years old. Kenyan children sent to the US maintain their strong bonds to families and often feel responsible for bettering everyone‟s lives. This mind-set seems widespread throughout Kenya, as the Diaspora is seen as “responsible for supporting large numbers of the local population through remittance overseas”. (Ndiangui, 2007)



There are great expectations for success in America, and upon arriving many Kenyan immigrants show the first steps of Sluzki‟s Phases of Migration, where positive emotions run high in the Preparatory, Migration and into the Post-arrival Phase. But as Wanga says, “Kenyans back home have many falsehoods about life in America” such as being able to “easily own a Benz, hummer, anything” (Anonymous Student 1). When their idealized dreams collide with the reality of challenges in America, a Decompensation Phase begins. One of the first fantasies to collapse is the financial reality as “they are at the bottom of the totem pole in America, earning the minimum wage that comes with menial jobs. One only makes enough to pay for the car, and house. This kind of living becomes paycheck-to paycheck. A second job is needed to go to school or, occasionally, to just keep up with the payments” (Student 1). Signs of Decompensation can also be seen in disillusioned Kenyan students who are lured into using easy credit to meet the pressures of everyday expenses, and their resentment that as immigrants they are being taken advantage. Anonymous 1 notes that “the salesmen say all they will need is a good credit, and a job, but really things are always at risk of repossession. One only needs to miss about 3 payments, and it is all taken back, and a huge dent to their credit.” This is the same trap that many American college students also have fallen into, but Kenyan students often feel they have been betrayed by a tricky American system of paperwork and strict contract obligations. Wanga cautions Kenyans to “always read the small print. In America, if it is not in writing, it did not happen”



Other problems can surface as Kenyan students face challenges in handling their new found independence. Unlike most of the young immigrants we studied in this course, Kenyans usually arrive without their parents. Wanga warns that being so far from home equals limitless freedom and that they should not “let weekends be Kenyan drinking binges and careless sexual trysts”. Student 2 elaborates that those students who fall into debt or get engrossed in inappropriate conduct face significant shame in their homeland, and that “Kenyans abroad greatest fear is going back to Kenya empty-handed.”



In addition, Kenyan upbringing in a protected, cooperative home culture does not prepare students well for the level of self-promotion and self-reliance expected here in America, where personal responsibility, individualism and independence are widely held values (NWREL, 2001,).



Wanga emphasizes that Kenyan students need to cultivate an approach based on



personal initiative, that “no one will do it for you, you are on your own”. Student 3 responded that “American life is by design stressful. This has been a foreign experience to me, a thing I never experienced in Kenya.” Many Kenyans also have conflicts with the directness of American society and their upbringing to be differential and humble. This same student notes that the “one thing every American describes of Kenyans is that they are very polite (sometimes sickeningly so)” while Wanga points out that “eye contact (in America) is a sign of honesty, back home it is defiance. Do not bow your head down, do not accept blame unless you are in the wrong”.



Many Kenyans attribute these tendencies of deference to the days of British domination and treatment as second class citizens. There is also resentment of colonialism as economic hardships are still often considered after effects and there is some Kenyan backlash against the West. For instance, the Kenyan author Ngugi wa Thiong‟o (formerly James Ngugi) passionately believes Kenyans need to sever ties with colonialism, and urges his countrymen to use their native tongues instead of English (Schappell & Spillman, 2007). This attitude has also lead to a paradoxical backlash against education itself, which some Kenyans see as a British institution imposed on them. I have to admit I was taken aback when Student 1 first wrote “There is one curse Britons left Kenyans, a strong faith in academia. Education is highly regarded, but too many Kenyans have formal education and nothing to do with it.” Peter Ndiangui put this cynicism that lies just below the mellow surface of Kenyans into the context of difficult political and economic climate of the 80‟s and 90‟s when the corruption and mismanagement under President Moi led to widespread unemployment and hunger. It was a time when good paying jobs depended not on your education but on „who-do-you-know” when “trust and hard work were sacrificed” as bribing officials became the way to get ahead.



Wainaina supports that while Western remittances and aid have poured into Kenya for decades, the most profitable careers and university slots “were reserved for certain so-and-sos” and that “we all became hustlers”. Many young Kenyans have been referred to as the “Lost Generation”, shaped when “mediocrity swept the nation and short-cuts reigned supreme”. Knowing this background, I can now see the basis for Student 1 saying “we get caught up studying, and hoping for jobs in four-walled rooms, a.k.a offices or white collar jobs (a measure of success for most Kenyans) instead of looking for other methods of sustaining development.” Other Kenyans also agree that just getting an education is not enough that “the education system largely lacks in stimulating creativity. Unfortunately, we lack the 'out-of-box' thinking that American kids exhibit” (Student 2).



However, there has been great economic success following President Moi‟s peaceful removal from office in 2002 and this has lead to a new era of hope and prosperity for young Kenyans. They are now being called the “Equity Generation” who “managed to keep their heads down and survive the 90s and have exuberance in Kenya‟s future.” (Wainaina, 2007) Many students in the US are now looking to more actively help build a better life for their countrymen, and are pro-active and serious in forming their country‟s future. Student 3 notes it‟s not about just sending money home but that “we have to work with other organizations or people, who we can trust, to do what we want them to do.” They are feeling optimistic about their country‟s direction and that “we should all take some action. Remember good intentions don't give results but action does.”



There is also a renewed call for more Kenyans to return home after they complete their education in the US, especially highly trained professionals including doctors, lawyers and economists, in order to support their growing economy and to stop the transfer and ability away from their country (Mogaka, 2007). Others in the Diaspora have become more united across their ethnic differences and purposeful in promoting the betterment of their homeland. The Kenyan



Community Abroad (KCA) was founded 10 years ago and states it wants to unite Kenyans to make significant contributions to their homeland‟s social, political and economic arena But despite recent progress, the strife and brutality during the Moi years were formative for many Kenyan students and as Olsen(1998) and Gitlin(2003) have documented, immigrants who have experienced strife in their homeland may have developed behaviors and values necessary to survival, but considered counter to American values. For Kenyans, they may bring remnant suspicions about authority and police as many Kenyans report that even recently they have been targeted for their ethnicity and witnessed unjustified shootings by police. A student named Nekessa said that the “aggression of the Kenyan police can be terrifying” and that although Kenya is a “free country” that they need to be realistic, especially as 2007 is another presidential election year for Kenyans and there are fears of the return of election corruption. Patricia Wanga advises Kenyan students to realize that once in America “law enforcement are not your enemy”. It is evident that there are large cultural issues that challenge them as with all immigrants to a new country, and new immigrants can receive tips for navigating American culture on KenyaImagine.com.



Much of the advice Kenyans offer echoes the themes we



studied throughout this course, such as encouraging immigrants to take note of cultural differences, and that the best way to learn about another‟s culture is by interacting with them. They are encouraged to overcome accent as an issue and make friends, to immerse themselves in conversation. Amazingly, Nekessa even discusses how Kenyan students must learn to live in two worlds, which left me wondering if she had been reading Phelan‟s Students‟ Multiple Worlds. As educators, it‟s vital that we also provide help in bridging the barriers between cultures in the classroom and challenge marginalizing our immigrant students (Gitlin, 2003). Immigrants are constantly struggling with complex challenges that affect their learning, and as educators we may too often “overlook the economic, cultural, academic and personal issues that immigrant(s)…..must confront on a daily basis” (Walqui). As an instructor, I need to stay aware that immigrant students may have developed survival behaviors that may prevent them from maximizing their learning in the American education system (Olsen, 1998). For



instance, Kenyan students may bring a mix of suspicion and deference when met with authority that makes them less likely to approach me if they are having academic difficulties. Even though my students speak English well and are young adults, I should be aware that they face many of the same struggles that other immigrants do in adjusting to American culture and family pressures that may have an affect on their learning (Olsen, 1998). They may be working multiple jobs in order to meet high expectations, or they may suddenly find themselves in debt or destructive behavior patterns. Even if the stresses of immigration are not interfering with their academics, I can be cognizant of support services that are available both on and off campus so I can properly guide them to resources if I begin to see signs that are troubling (NWREL, 2001). I‟m also now aware that Kenyan students particularly have struggles with the selfsufficient, independent nature of the American culture, which may make them uncomfortable with coming forward to clarify questions they may have. I also need to nurture my own relationship with students, as Rafe Esquith did in the NPR piece (Trudeau, 2005) by giving them my time and recognizing their individuality, so I can help them gain more confidence and autonomy in our classroom and in our community. In addition, it will help me be able to relate classroom concepts to them more personally, as I get to know and can build on their unique perspectives and experiences (Walqui, 2000). I can also employ activities that are more collaborative and give them activities to learn in different contexts, so that they have more opportunities to connect with the course material in meaningful ways. I have realized that inclusion for immigrant students in the classroom can have multiple benefits if students are able to work in small groups with American students (Valdes, 1998). Even though Kenyan students speak English, they may miss some of the subtler points of American English, much as many Sudanese refugees do (Luster, Johnson & Bates,2006). By including collaborative activities I can help them pick up on understanding they may have missed in general lecture, along with showing them that American students sometimes struggle with the course material. Collaborative work may not only overcome barriers of language and academic understanding, but cultural barriers by giving immigrant students



opportunities to interact with intimately with other students. It has been demonstrated by many of our resources (Valdes, 1998; Gitlin 2003; and Phelan, 1991) that building relationships can greatly assist in navigating cultural barriers. Immigrant students are a wonderful resource in our classroom, as they bring us in direct contact with unique perspectives and experiences from all over the world. Especially in this age of globalization and instant communication, it‟s vital we be aware of the value that diverse resources can bring to our lives (Kanter, 1999). Both immigrant and American students benefit when we realize that there is not a single, true culture anywhere for us to adapt to. We are constantly, if unconsciously, influenced by the people around us, no matter what their origin and we create our own brand new cultures every time we interact with others. What has made our country unique is the understanding that our diversity enriches us, that through immigrants “America is a country whose soul is constantly renewed” (Editorial, Wall Street Journal, 2007).
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