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These advantages are especially salient because they occur in gateway institu-
tions that distribute rewards and penalties, such as schools, workplaces, and 
the criminal justice system. By detailing how cultural frames emerge from 
historical, legal, institutional, and social psychological processes, we identify 
the mechanisms that produce convergent outcomes among second-generation 
Asian Americans, despite the unequal starting points of their immigrant par-
ents. In doing so, we dispel the myths about the model minority stereotype 
and the exceptionality of cultural traits inherent among certain immigrant and 
ethnoracial groups. Furthermore, by dissecting the components of the Asian 
American achievement paradox, we illustrate how inequalities are reproduced 
at the high end of the educational distribution—which is just as critical as 
inequalities at the low end, yet far less studied. If our goal as researchers is 
to understand how ethnoracial inequality persists in spite of legislation to 
eradicate it, it is imperative to study both ends of the educational distribution.

Culture: Popular Discourse, Reflections, 
and Reemergence

Although popularly used to explain the variation in group outcomes, “culture” 
remains a slippery term because its conceptual exhaustiveness has limited its 
explanatory power.

The Popular Discourse on Culture and Achievement
In popular discourse, Asians and non-Asians alike often claim that Asian 
Americans exhibit exceptionally strong educational outcomes because Asian 
culture values and prioritizes education. For example, Chin Ho Liao of the 
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Figure 1.1        Cultural Frames: An Analytical Model
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Relative to the general population in the receiving country, Chinese immi-
grants are also hyper-selected. With a college graduation rate of 50 percent, 
they are much more highly educated than the general U.S. population (28 per-
cent), the U.S. foreign-born population (27 percent), non-Hispanic whites 
(31 percent), and non-Hispanic blacks (18 percent). The hyper-selectivity 
of Chinese immigrants translates into high median household incomes, 
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Figure 2.1       � Immigrant Selectivity: Chinese, Vietnamese, and Mexican  
Immigrants Age Twenty-Five and Older with a Bachelor’s 
Degree or Higher



	 Immigration, Hyper-Selectivity, and Convergence	 35

into wealthier suburbs, such as Hacienda Heights, Rowland Heights, Walnut, 
and Diamond Bar, as well as south and west into Rancho Palos Verdes, Irvine, 
and Laguna Beach. Although the Chinese were only 4 percent of California’s 
population in 2010, they made up more than 20 percent of the population of 
twenty-one U.S. cities. Twenty of these were suburban cities, and fifteen were 
in Los Angeles.

By comparison, the Vietnamese are a much smaller group than the 
Chinese and make up less than 2 percent of California’s population. They 
are also less dispersed than the Chinese in the region, mainly clustering in 
two areas, Orange County and the San Gabriel Valley. The three suburban 
cities in Orange County (Garden Grove, Westminster, and Santa Ana) rep-
resent the core of Little Saigon—home to the largest Vietnamese population 
of any metropolis outside of Vietnam, Little Saigon accounted for 107,000 
Vietnamese in 2010. Over 40 percent of Westminster’s population, 28 percent 
of Garden Grove’s, and 7 percent of Santa Ana’s were Vietnamese. Those who 
reside in Chinese ethnoburbs, including Rosemead, San Gabriel, South San 
Gabriel, and El Monte, are predominantly Sino-Vietnamese.

Source: Authors’ compilation based on U.S. Census Bureau (2010b). 
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Figure 2.2       � Geographic Distribution of the Chinese Population in the 
Los Angeles Metropolitan Region, 2010
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Both the Chinese and Vietnamese communities have seen rapid growth in 
their respective ethnic economies, as measured by the increase in ethnic-owned 
businesses and the revenues generated by these businesses. Chinese-owned 
firms increased more than seventeenfold in a thirty-year span between 1977 
and 2007, from 23,270 to 423,609 firms (27 percent of all Asian-owned firms), 
with receipts of $142.8 billion (28 percent of all receipts from Asian-owned 
firms). Los Angeles County had the largest number of Chinese-owned firms in 
2007 at 61,758 (15 percent of all Chinese-owned firms in the United States).

The size of the annually updated English-Chinese bilingual telephone 
directory, the Southern California Chinese Consumer Yellow Pages, provides 
an observable indicator of the number of Chinese-owned businesses in the 
region—it is four inches thick. Chinese-owned firms span a diversity of 
sectors, including significant numbers in the professional, scientific, and tech-
nical services sector, the accommodations and food services sector, and the 
repair, maintenance, personal, and laundry services sector. As of 2007, there 
was one Chinese-owned firm for every nine Chinese Americans. By compari-
son, the comparable ratio was one African American–owned firm for every 

Source: Authors’ compilation based on U.S. Census Bureau (2010b). 
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Figure 2.3       � Geographic Distribution of the Vietnamese Population  
in the Los Angeles Metropolitan Region, 2010
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earned a BA compared to all second-generation Chinese (71 percent versus 
63 percent), as figure 2.4 shows.

Two more vexing patterns are revealed by figure 2.4, which shows edu-
cational attainment among those whose parents had not graduated from 
high school. First, regardless of parental education, the percentage of 1.5- and  
second-generation Chinese and Vietnamese who attained a BA degree or higher 
surpasses, or is equal to, the percentage for native-born whites.57 Among those 
whose parents did not graduate from high school, close to three-quarters  
of the Chinese (71 percent) and nearly half of the Vietnamese (46 percent) 
attained a BA or higher. Second, parental education is more significant for 
the Mexicans than it was for both Asian groups. That low family SES does 
not impede the educational attainment for nearly half the Vietnamese and 
three quarters of the Chinese suggests that ethnoracial status and culture 
affect second-generation outcomes in ways that researchers have not fully 
examined.58 Moreover, that low parental SES is more consequential for 
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Figure 2.4       � Holders of a Bachelor’s Degree or Higher Among 1.5- and 
Second-Generation Chinese, Vietnamese, and Mexicans, 
as Well as Third-Plus-Generation Mexicans, Blacks, and 
Whites with Fathers and Mothers Who Do Not Have a 
High School Diploma
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The overall trend in 1.5- and second-generation educational attainment 
among our Chinese and Vietnamese interviewees is similar to that in the 
IIMMLA survey, which shows a pattern of second-generation convergence 
between these two Asian ethnic groups. However, compared to the IIMMLA 
survey data, our Chinese and Vietnamese interviewees come from families 
in which the fathers and mothers had much lower levels of English-language 
proficiency; in addition, Chinese fathers and Vietnamese mothers are more 
likely to have dropped out of high school. The characteristics of the Mexican 
interviewees are similar to those in the IIMMLA data. However, our black 
and white interviewees are selected from a middle-class subset of the IIMMLA 
data and exhibit higher parental SES and educational attainment than the 
black and white IIMMLA survey respondents. In the chapters ahead, we 
turn to the in-depth interviews to unveil the patterns and mechanisms that 
produce second-generation convergence among the children of Chinese and 
Vietnamese immigrants.

Source: Lee and Zhou (2009). For more details of the study, see note 17, chapter 1.
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Table 2.1        Selected Characteristics of the New Second Generation in Los Angeles

Characteristics
1.5- and Second-Generation Third-Plus-Generation

Chinese Vietnamese Mexican Mexican Black White
Demographic characteristics
    Female

    1.5 generation
    Second generation

43.5%

54.7
45.3

49.9%

70.6
29.4

49.7%

34.4
65.6

52.0%

—
—

  53.7%

—
—

50.6%

—
—

Parental characteristics
    Father with no English proficiency
    Mother with no English proficiency

7.0
7.8

7.9
12.0

15.2
19.1

—
—

—
—

—
—

    Father with no high school diploma
    Mother with no high school diploma
    Neither parent with a high school diploma

7.5
12.2
6.0

15.6
30.5
12.0

54.5
58.0
30.3

17.2
22.4
9.3

  10.9
    9.0
    1.7

  3.5
  4.4
  0.7

    Father with a bachelor’s degree or higher
    Mother with a bachelor’s degree or higher
    Parent ever been undocumented
    Parent ever remitting money to home country

61.3
42.3
1.0

45.8

31.9
16.1
0.6

72.1

7.3
5.3

10.4
61.7

14.7
11.3

—
—

  35.0
  28.0

—
—

46.5
36.3
—
—

(Table continues on p. 40.)
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Family situation
    Parents own a home 86.5 58.8 62.8 73.1   67.5 89.2
    Both parents married 85.5 83.6 72.0 53.8   43.3 51.9
    Grew up living with both parents 85.6 83.1 72.2 62.2   45.4 64.8
    Have college-educated siblings 76.4 69.9 30.0 35.6   41.4 52.9

Neighborhood environment
    Grew up where drugs are a big problem 3.0 7.0 22.9 14.0   22.7   6.4
    Grew up where gang activity is a big problem 5.0 11.5 31.0 18.2   23.5   5.4
    Grew up where crime is a big problem 4.0 8.0 22.5 16.2   21.5   6.6

Total in sample 400 401 844 400   401 402

Source: Rumbaut et al. (2004).

Table 2.1        (Continued)

Characteristics
1.5- and Second-Generation Third-Plus-Generation

Chinese Vietnamese Mexican Mexican Black White
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Table 2.2       � Mobility Outcomes of the New Second Generation in Los Angeles

Outcomes

1.5- and Second-Generation Third-Plus-Generation

Chinese Vietnamese Mexican Mexican Black White

Median age 27.0% 25.0% 28.0% 29.0% 31.0% 30.0%

Positive outcomes
    Educational attainment
        No high school diploma
        High school diploma
        Some college
        Bachelor’s degree
        Graduate degree(s)

  0.0
  4.5
32.4
41.5
21.6

  1.0
  6.7
44.1
37.7
10.5

13.8
32.7
35.9
12.6
  5.0

  9.5
30.3
41.4
14.5
  4.3

  6.7
24.2
45.1
18.8
  5.2

  3.7
17.7
32.5
31.8
14.3

    Current school enrollment
        Currently enrolled in school
        Vocational school
        Community college
        Four-year college
        Graduate school

37.0
  4.1
18.9
47.3
29.7

48.1
  7.8
25.9
47.2
19.2

28.7
22.3
40.9
19.4
16.1

23.4
20.2
40.4
22.3
17.0

31.6
14.1
43.8
28.1
14.1

24.9
10.8
26.5
27.5
34.3

Negative outcomes
    Having children as a teen
    Incarceration

  0.0
  1.8

  2.2
  3.2

12.5
  9.8

12.8
15.0

12.0
19.3

  2.9
10.6

Total in sample 400   401  844   400 401 402

Source: Rumbaut et al. (2004).
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Table 2.3        A Profile of Interviewees from the L.A. Qualitative Study

1.5- and Second-
Generation 

Chinese

1.5- and Second-
Generation 
Vietnamese

1.5- and Second-
Generation 
Mexicana

Native-Born 
Blackb

Native-Born 
Whiteb

Male (number) 21 21 28 6 6

Mean age (year) 30.8 27.9 33.5 38 38

Generation (number)
    1.5 generation 20 21 26 — —
    Second generation 21 20 28 — —

Education (self )
    No high school diploma 0.0% 0.0% 3.6% 0.0% 0.0%
  �  High school graduate or  

  some college
39.0 48.8 78.2 72.7 33.3

    Bachelor’s degree 41.5 41.5 9.1 27.3 16.7
    Graduate degree(s) 19.5 9.8 9.1 0.0 50.0

College attendance (self )
    Attended junior college 27.5 35.9 70.6 75.0 27.3
    Attended four-year college 52.5 53.8 14.7 25.0 18.2
    Attended graduate school 20.0 10.3 14.7 0.0 54.5

(Table continues on p. 48.)
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Education (parents)
    Father with no English 33.3 33.3 44.9 0.0 0.0
    Mother with no English 34.1 47.5 64.7 0.0 0.0
  �  Father with no high  

  school diploma
12.2 17.9 52.7 0.0 0.0

  �  Father with college degree  
  or higher

60.1 36.6 1.8 54.5 75.0

  �  Mother with no high  
  school diploma

12.2 22.5 58.2 9.1 0.0

  �  Mother with college 
  degree or higher

53.7 24.4 1.8 36.4 41.7

Parents own home 92.5 57.5 71.2 90.9 100.0

Total number of cases 41 41 55 11 12
Source: Lee and Zhou (2009), and see chapter 1, note 17.
a. One Mexican case and one black case have no respondent ID.
b. Native-born whites and blacks are of middle-class family background.

Table 2.3        (Continued)

1.5- and Second-
Generation 

Chinese

1.5- and Second-
Generation 
Vietnamese

1.5- and Second-
Generation 
Mexicana

Native-Born 
Blackb

Native-Born 
Whiteb
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Why Parents Push the Success Frame
The premium that Asian immigrant parents and Asian American students 
place on grades stems from a specific narrative about how to attain success in 
the United States. To secure “a good job” one needs a good education, and to 
get into a university that promises a good education one needs to work hard 
to get good grades in high school. The strict success frame for educational 
achievement that the Chinese and Vietnamese immigrant parents adopt and 
pass on to their 1.5- and second-generation children reflects their belief that 
it is only through a good education and good grades that one is able to secure 
a good job—that is they delineate a singular success frame and a singular path 
to achieve it. The positive association between a good education and a good 
job is one that Asian American adolescents adhere to more strongly than non-
Asian adolescents.12

Most Asian Americans do not get straight A’s, but the Immigration and 
Intergenerational Mobility in Metropolitan Los Angeles (IIMMLA) data 
reveal that they are more likely to get mostly A’s compared to other groups. 
Figure 3.1 shows the percentages of IIMMLA respondents who reported get-
ting mostly A’s in high school by ethnic group and gender. The 1.5- and 
second-generation Chinese and Vietnamese respondents were much more 
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Source: Rumbaut et al. (2004).

Figure 3.1       � Self-Reports of Receiving Mostly A’s in High School Among 
Male and Female 1.5-, Second-, and Third-Plus-Generation 
Immigrant Children, by Ethnic Group
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