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The Education of Filipinos in Hawai‘i

Amefil R. Agbayani

By the close of the 20th century, one~third of the school children and college
age population in the United States is expected to be non—White ethnic/racial
minorities (African American, Asian American, Hispanic, Native American, and
PacificIslander). Filipinos are one of the fastest growing Asian American groups
in the nation. In Hawai ‘i, Filipinos are a significant proportion of the population
and are among the socioeconomically disadvantaged ethnic minorities. The
experience of Filipinos with educational institutions impacts the Filipino com-
munity as well as educational policy, programs and research. This paper will
present an overview of the experiences, problems and challenges facing Filipi-
nos in Hawai‘i and the responses of the major educational institutions to
Filipinos.

Filipinos in the USA and Hawai‘i

In1990, there were 1.4 million Filipinos in the United States. This represents
more than an 80 percent increase since 1980. Most of the increase is accounted
for by immigration—about 50,000 Filipinos immigrate to the United States
annually. Nearly half of the new immigrants settle in California and one—tenth
in Hawai‘i. The 1990 U.S. census data show that the 168,700 Filipinos are the
third largest ethnic group in Hawai‘i: Whites (33%), Japanese (22%), Filipinos
(15%), Hawaiians (13%), Chinese (6%), other Asians and Pacific Islanders
(6%), African Americans (3%), and Others (2%) (U.S. Bureau of Census 1992).
Because of a difference in the definition of Hawaiians and Part-Hawaiians,
Hawai ‘i state data identify Filipinos as the fourth largest group (11%) following
Hawaiians and Part-Hawaiians (19%). As a group, Filipinos are a young
population and one of the fastest growing in Hawai ‘i due to a high birth rate and
continuing high immigration from the Philippines.

In the continental United States, Filipinos generally compare quite favor-
ably to other Asian American groups and to Whites in socioeconomic status and
educational level. However, Filipinos in Hawai‘i are not as well off and have
lower educational achievement compared to those in other parts of the United
States. Recent immigrant Filipinos generally earn less than Hawai‘i born
Filipinos (almost one-half of the Filipino community in Hawai‘i is foreign—
born). Filipinos have the highest percentage of workers employed at the lowest
end of the occupational scale as farm and nonfarm laborers and the lowest
percentage of workers employed at the uppermost end of the occupational scale



148 Social Process in Hawaii, Vol. 37, 1996

as professionals, managers, and proprietors of the five major ethnic groups in
Hawai‘i. The disadvantaged status of Filipinos can be traced to their subordinate
position as immigrant laborers since they first arrived in 1906 to work on the
sugar plantations (which was the dominant industry until the 1960s) and as
service workers in today’s economy (the tourist industry is currently the
dominant industry).

Education of Filipinos in Hawai‘i: Prior to 1959 (Statehood)

The following conditions color the early educational experience of Filipi-
nos in Hawai‘i: 1) uneducated Filipinos were recruited to Hawai ‘i; 2) they were
the most recent immigrant arrivals; 3) they occupied the lowest plantation jobs
vacated by earlier immigrant Chinese and Japanese who moved into urban jobs;
4) the unbalanced sex ratio—average of 5 males to 1 female—retarded the
growth of Hawai ‘i— born children; 5) most of the Filipinos eventually wanted to
return to the Philippines and did not consider Hawai ‘i their home; and 6) racist
attitudes were held towards Filipinos (and other non—-Whites). By 1932, 35,000
or 70 percent of the plantation work force was Filipino. There was a belief that
plantation workers and their children did not need an education because it would
draw them away from plantation work, and less education was effective in
maintaining the low status of Filipinos. Territorial Governor Farrington wanted
children to value manual labor; particularly agriculture which was the “source of
prosperity in the Territory.” He also suggested the creation of a domestic service
department in the public schools to encourage more Filipinos to become
domestic servants. Stanley Porteus, a prominent psychologist in the 1920s, wrote
many racist studies about Japanese, Filipino and other non—White groups in
Hawai ‘i that reinforced racist ideology and gave credibility to the argument that
Filipinos need not be educated (Porteus and Babcock 1926: 70):

It is our opinion that no matter what labels of citizenship we may put on these
people they remain Filipinos, and it will take much more than a knowledge of
the three Rs to make them Americans. To make the system of schooling too
over—scholastic might be worse than no benefit at all. The surest way to make
a malcontent is to educate him either above his intelligence or his opportunities.

Although they came as early as 1906, Filipinos did not participate in Hawai‘i
educational institutions in a significant way until the 1940s and 1950s. In 1920,
Filipinos had the smallest percentage of 16 and 17 year olds enrolled in school:
Filipino (18%), Caucasian (64%), Part-Hawaiian and Hawaiian (56%), and
Japanese (35%). Although they represented 12 percent of the population in 1940,
less than one-half of one percent of students in the prestigious English Standard
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schools were of Filipino ancestry. Caucasians represented 46 percent of the
children in those schools and 23 percent of the population in 1940. By 1950,
Filipinos had 80 percent of their 16 and 17 year old children enrolled in school.
World War If and statehood in 1959 had a positive impact on increasing the
participation of Filipino children in the public schools. The newly elected
Democrats in the State Legislature expanded public education.

Few Filipinos entered the University of Hawai‘i during this period. For
example, Alfred Laureta who had a distinguished career as a lawyer and federal
judge, noted that he had only five Filipino classmates at the university in the
1940s.

Education of Filipinos: 1965 to 1990

While other ethnic groups in Hawai‘i have been able to use educational
attainment as a means for upward social mobility, Filipinos historically have not
found the educational system to work to their advantage. The 1980 census
showed that Filipinos had the lowest median number of years of schooling
completed among the major ethnic groups: Whites (13.3), Chinese (12.8),
Japanese (12.6), and Filipinos (12.1). The wide disparity in educational
achievement between Filipinos and other ethnic groups is made more apparent
if the percentage of persons (25 years and over) who have a bachelor’s degree
or higher is considered: Whites (31%), Chinese (30%), Japanese (25%),
Filipinos (12%), and Hawaiians (9%) (U.S. Bureau of Census 1993). However,
the percentage of persons (18 to 24 years old) enrolled in college shows some
improvement among Filipinos: Chinese (54%), Japanese (52%), Filipinos
(31%), Hawaiians (22%), and Whites (21%).

By the 1990s, Filipinos have become one of the largest ethnic groups among
public school children: Hawaiians (24%), Filipinos (18%), Whites (18%),
Japanese (13%), and Chinese (3%) (Hawai‘i Department of Education 1994).
However, Filipinos comprise only 5 percent of public school teachers and staff
in contrast to the much higher proportion of Japanese (59%), Whites (16%),
Chinese (8%), and Hawaiians (7%). Filipinos also are underrepresented in the
University of Hawai‘i system, particularly at the main UH Manoa campus
(10%).

Filipinos in Hawai‘i Educational Institutions

The historical and current level of Filipino educational participation and
achievement given above is disturbing. But even more disturbing to observers
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are the various reasons given by some educators, policymakers and researchers
as to why Filipinos are not achieving in educational institutions in Hawai‘i. The
rest of the paper will discuss educational programs and explanations for the
educational underachievement of Filipinos. The examples presented will
illustrate how educational institutions in Hawai ‘i have responded to the needs of
Filipinos in ways that have not benefited them or the institutions themselves. The
first example deals with efforts of the public schools to educate recently arrived
Filipino immigrant children. The second concerns the efforts of the University
of Hawai‘i to increase the participation of Filipino students.

Despite research theories in education stressing that educational achieve-
ment is the result of complex interactions between the student and the institution
as well as between the student and societal structures, most studies and educa-
tional programs focus on the student and characteristics of the student that lead
to success. As noted by Smith (1989: 7), “This issue is most important, because
the definition of a problem can dramatically affect the solutions sought, which
has particular implications for the education of minorities, where too often
failure has been focused on the student and the students’ background ... Framing
the questions in this way deemphasizes organizational issues and organizational
change.” There are numerous ways to describe a phenomenon or situation or
problem. How a situation is described or a problem defined is linked to who is
viewing the problem and the values held by the observer. The person whose
definition is accepted and acted upon has power. The major consequence of
possessing the power to label persons or groups as “problems” is that the burden
for adjusting is placed on the one without power. It is usually the individual
rather than the institution that is asked to change or make accommodations,
particularly if the student is from a less advantaged group or minority.

The usual definition of problems facing minority students and the types of
solutions or recommended programs are oftentimes based on the value of
conformity to a dominant middle class American culture rather than one that
values cultural and language diversity. Chaenofsky (1971: 15) has asked,

‘Why do our schools thus continue to be the agents of degradation and shame for
so many of our youngsters who are made acutely aware of the differences from
the “norm?” This ideological commitment and its application to the schools is
particularly destructive for children of ethnic minorities who represent an
enormously diverse American culture.

Filipino Immigrant Children in Hawai‘i Public Schools

There 'were two significant impacts of the 1965 amendments to U.S.
immigration law: atotal increase of immigrants and an increase in the proportion
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of Asian immigrants to the United States. Hawai‘i has been receiving ant}uaﬂy
about 4,000 immigrants from the Philippines since the late 1960s. This has
resulted in a sizeable number of children enrolled in the public schools whose
native language is not English. The largest number of these students speak a
Philippine language: Ilokano (32%), Tagalog (7%), Samoan (16%), Korean
(6%), and Vietnamese (6%).

The Hawai‘i Department of Education issued a report identifying four
major problems facing Filipino immigrant school children:

1. English language deficiencies;

2. Difficulty in socializing with local students;

3. Lack of relevant schooling in their native country;

4. Difficulty in understanding the value system of American society.

The above “problems” can be viewed differently and can be rephrased in the
following way:

1. Lack of appreciation of the language of the immigrant child or lack of
teaching staff who understand the child’s language;

2. Difficulty of local students in socializing with immigrant children;

3. Lack of relevant curriculum appropriate to the school attended by the
immigrant student;

4. Difficulty in understanding the value system of the immigrant child.

In this example, the Department of Education is asking the immigrant
student to “fit in” or “adapt” to the institution. The types of programs that ple}ce
most of the burden of adjusting on the immigrant student are those t_hat provn.de
orientation to the American school system and teaching English using El_lgl}sh
as a second language approach. A change in focus or a change in the descnpuop
of the “problem” would change the clientele and the programs. For ex:m}ple., if
the Hawai‘i born child or English only speaking teacher were seen as signifi-
cantly contributing to the problem (and the solution), then appropriate programs
would include orientation activities or courses for local students z.md teachers on
the history, culture, language and contribution of immigrant Filip}nf)s to Hawm i
and hiring bilingual teachers who speak the language of the F111p}ﬂ0 child and
who are familiar with the culture of the child. Clearly, the new immigrant student
must make some changes, but the focus on the child is unbalanced anq gverly
demanding. Both the educational institution and students (both Hawai‘i born
and immigrant) must work in partnership.
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Filipinos at the University of Hawai‘i

Like ethnic minorities in the continental U.S., Filipinos are better repre-
sented at the two-year community colleges (20%) than they are at the major
baccalaureate and graduate degree granting campus, UH Manoa. Although
Filipinos continue to be underrepresented at Manoa when compared to their
public school enrollment (18%), there has been an impressive increase over the
years from 3 percent in 1977 to 10 percent in 1995 (Institutional Research Office
1995: 13). Filipinos represent 12 percent of the undergraduate and 4 percent of
the graduate students at UH Manoa.

A recent study by Jon Okamura documented the comparatively lower
educational status and achievement of UH Manoa Filipino students, both first
time freshmen and community college transfers. He found that compared to
other students, “Filipinos tend to earn lower grades, have a higher attrition rate
from UH Manoa, are more likely to experience some form of academic difficulty
(probation, suspension or dismissal), require a longer period of study to gradu-
ate, have alower graduation rate and thus are underrepresented among graduates
of the University” (Okamura 1991: 125). Unlike most studies that focus on
individual student characteristics, Okamura’s study does not define the student
as the problem. Filipino freshmen have the highest high school grade point
average of all entering freshmen at UH Manoa, although they have the lowest
SAT scores. There is good evidence that high school grade point average may
be a more significant criterion for admission to the University than SAT scores
because the latter do not appear to be a valid predictor of grades or graduation
from Manoa. Ifhigh school grades were given more weight in admissions to UH
Manoa, more Filipinos would be able to enter and would probably graduate. As
noted by Okamura (1991: 126),

The significance of SAT scores as admission criteria is particularly relevant to
Filipinos given their tendency to have lower scores than other ethnic groups and
the detrimental effects of the interpretation of such scores on Filipino entry to
the University ... Thus, Filipino representation and educational status in the
University are primarily a reflection of institutional constraints, if not institu-
tional discrimination, against their access, persistence and graduation rather
than the cumulative academic qualifications or intelligence of individual Fili-
pino students.

The University’s Response to Access and Achievement of Filipinos

Richardson and Skinner (1991) have argued that, “To meet participation and
graduation goals for these groups, institutions must adapt their environments to
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accommodate greater diversity without relinquishing their commitment to high
standards of achievement for all students.” They suggest that institutions do this
by moving through three stages “along a continuum that stretches from the pre—
civil rights era into the present.” The three stages are “reactive,” “strategic” and
“adaptive.” A prior stage or response moves the institution to the next stage.
Most of the programs and policies at earlier stages continue to be relevant and
complementary. The reactive stage is typically an institution’s initial response
to pressure for affirmative action in which it tries to increase the number of
students from ethnic and racial minorities severely underrepresented in the
student body. The strategies used are recruitment, financial aid, and special
admission procedures. The usual result of efforts to obtain diversity and
“proportional enrollment” is usually disappointing because some minority
students do not meet the institution’s academic standards and generally do not
result in “proportional graduation.”

As the effects of the reactive responses on student achievement become
evident, universities develop outreach, transition, and academic support strate-
gies intended to assist a more diverse student population meet their expectations
that are based on the students they traditionally have served. These strategies,
especially as they become more systematic and better coordinated, distinguish
the adaptive stage. The emphasis is on changing students, and most of the
interventions are implemented by student affairs staff. The priority in the
adaptive stage is on assessment, learning assistance, and curriculum renewal.
Faculty participate in this stage to change educational practices, curriculum
content, and instructional practices to make them reflect the students being
served.

Daryl Smith (1989) also identified three types of institutional responses to
diversity and quality. The first focuses on “student assistance” where universi-
ties recruit minority students and provide them with tutorial services and
financial aid. He notes that, “Fundamentally itis a ‘deficit’ approach to diversity
in that it attempts to improve success by providing the student with support and
resources” (Smith 1989). The second type of response is called “institutional
accommodation” which still focuses on the “special needs” of students but adds
programs and makes modest changes to remove barriers to success, e.g.,
establishing ethnic support centers. The third phase or response is to build on the
institution’s capacity to organize for diversity. This means fundamental changes
that result in diversity among faculty and staff and in mission and values, quality
of interaction on campus, commitment to educate students for living in a
pluralistic campus and world, and broadening the concept of quality so that it
does not conflict with diversity and equity.






