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Abstract

In this article, we will use a combination of key informant interviews and an ecological model
for language education policy to provide a community history of HMoob language/literacy
education in Minnesota schools. These methodologies reflect how key actors navigated policy
environments and different community dynamics to establish and maintain a variety of types of
school-based HMoob programs in the state. Participants reflect three key program types: district
bilingual, community charter schools, and secondary late-access bilingual heritage language
elective courses. Findings identify initial visions, facilitating factors, challenges, and future
desires for school-based HMoob programs. These are analyzed within an ecological framework
that reflect on the power dynamics, policy landscapes, and organizing forces that shape these
efforts for sustaining HMoob language and knowledge systems for future generations through
school-based options, and are in turn influenced by the process of creating and maintaining these
programs within the context of Minnesota and the United States.
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Introduction/Background

This article examines and documents the combination of political will; federal and state
education policy; community desires; and strategic long-term sociopolitical movement efforts by

HMoob community members, families, youth, and educators, which has resulted in the formation
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of multiple avenues for K-12 HMoob' language education across more than 10 schools in
Minnesota alone. These school-based programs range from dual language immersion,
elementary/middle grades bilingual education, secondary late-access bilingual (Cushing-
Leubner, J. (in press). heritage language reclamation electives courses offered through world
language departments, early childhood options, and school-supported summer school programs
in both state-funded public-private partnership charter schools and large school districts
(Cushing-Leubner, J., 2024). In addition, these programs share resources, materials, and educator
supports beyond state lines, through coalitions of HMoob educators whose kinship networks
generate resources, energy, and sustainability across HMoob communities in the United States
(Xiong-Lor, V. & Xiong, C. P., 2026; Yang, P., & Cushing-Leubner, J., 2025)). Although
school-based options for HMoob-centric education exist across state lines and share ideas,
resources, people, and curriculum between community-based and school-based settings (Xiong-
Lor, V. & Xiong, C. P., 2026). this article stays in line with this special issue’s focus on the state
of Minnesota.

While HMoob population numbers aren’t recorded (or recorded accurately) in the many
countries around the world where Hmong people live (Lemoine, 2005), many countries with
formal school systems have large numbers of Hmong people living there in relatively dense
populations: China, Vietnam, Laos, Thailand, United States, France, French Guiana, etc. Going
to school is compulsory for elementary/primary school in all of these countries and through some

level of secondary school for most of them. Of these countries, China (Ba, 2024), French Guiana

' A note on spelling. We are using the Romanized Popular Alphabet (RPA) spelling of what in English is spelled
and pronounced as “Hmong”. When speaking about the community outside of the United States, we use the spelling
“Hmong” because there are multiple state and community language spellings, and this publication uses English.
When speaking about the US community, we use the spelling HMoob to reflect the primary dialects of the HMoob
United States community: Moob Leeg hab Ntsuab and Hmoob Dawb. In quotes shared by participants, we use
HMOGORB as the spelling, because the spelling of Hmong, HMong, Hmoob, HMoob, is currently very politicized and
we did not ask participants about their preferred spelling or dialect during these interviews.
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(Migge & Léglise, 2010), and France (Hélot, 2003) offer no Hmong-language schools.
Beginning in 2008, some Hmong children in Lo Cai Province, Vietnam have had the possibility
of attending a primary school with occasional Hmong language and culture classes (Lavoie,
2011; Luong & Nieke, 2013). In Thailand, the majority of schools available to Hmong children
are Thai language-only (Ueda, 2018), except for about a dozen transitional bilingual schools near
Chiang Rai (Dooley, 2018). These transitional bilingual programs use Hmong language as a
scaffold towards monolingual Thai language schooling, with the first year of elementary/primary
school fully or majority Hmong language instruction and transitioning over the first four years to
majority Thai language or Thai-only instruction (Dooley, 2018). Lower rates of school
attendance by Hmong children in China, Vietnam, and Thailand reflect a combination of schools
being located far from children’s homes, alongside family ambivalence and distrust towards
schools as a place where their children experience forced acculturation, loss of Hmong language,
and replacement with state majority languages in schools that neither teach Hmong-centric
curriculum nor in Hmong language (bilingually or monolingually).

HMoob children’s experiences with language replacement (loss of HMoob, replaced with
English), acculturation, race-based marginalization, and academic denigration in United States
schools has been widely documented (Lee, 2022; Mouavangsou, 2019; Ngo, 2024; Xiong, 2009;
2018). And US schools have a fraught history with bilingual education (Flores, 2024; Morita-
Mullaney, 2024), requiring multiple mandatory legal measures and persistent changes to local,
state, and federal education policies and guidelines to force schools to offer a relatively small
percentage of bilingual school options that are just as likely to become schools for outside
community children becoming bilingual (Dorner, et al, 2021). When bilingual schools are

available, they are largely for colonial and most commonly taught languages, such as Spanish
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and Mandarin, with very limited existence of “multiply minoritized languages” that are used by
displaced refugee communities or communities considered ethnic minorities without official
state language schools and curriculum in other countries (Morita-Mullaney, 2023).

That is, unless you live in the Saint Paul/Minneapolis metropolitan area (Twin Cities) of
Minnesota. According to the Minnesota Department of Education Data Center (2025), as of
2023, there were 19,778 school-aged children in Minnesota who identified HMoob as a home
language. 11,679 of these children attended nine Minnesota public charter schools or districts
(some with multiple school-based options)) with elementary and/or middle school
HMoob/English dual language immersion programs, HMoob language and culture heritage
language course options in middle or high school, or missions to include HMoob-centric
curriculum and programming. This means that 59% of HMoob home language children in
Minnesota have access to HMoob language and culture education in their school or district, with
4.8% of children identified as coming from HMoob language families being enrolled in one of
the state’s HMoob/English dual immersion bilingual schools, where between 50%-90% of
teaching/learning done in HMoob language.

In Minnesota, the majority of the school-based HMoob language and culture programs
were established between 2000 and 2015, with a large number of full-school public HMoob-
centric charters and district dual immersion schools (see Figure 1). Acorn Dual Language
Academy was a charter school established in 1995 that offered HMoob language and culture
curriculum aligned with state education standards (Hones, 2001). This was followed by a number
of public independent charter schools and district-based programs with a range of intended
missions to provide HMoob-centric and HMoob language education: HOPE Community

Academy in St. Paul (est. 2000), Hmong College Prep Academy in St Paul (est. 2002), New
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Millenium Academy in Brooklyn Center (est. 2004), Prairie Seeds Academy in Brooklyn Park
(est. 2003), Community School of Excellence in St. Paul (est. 2006), Noble Academy in
Brooklyn Park (est. 2006), St Paul Public School’s Jackson Dual Immersion Elementary (est.
2006) - which later transitioned to become part of Txuj Ci Lower and Upper Campuses,
Minneapolis Public School’s Hmong International Academy (est. 2006) - which would later
become a one-way dual immersion program (2014), St Paul Public School’s Phalen Lake Dual
Immersion (est. 2011) - which later transitioned to become part of Txuj Ci Lower and Upper
Campuses, Minneapolis Public School’s high school heritage language courses at Patrick Henry
High School (est. 2011), and Osseo Area School District’s heritage language courses at Park

Center High School (est. 2017) and Osseo Senior High School (est. 2018) in Brooklyn Park.

Hmong Language and Cultural School & Community in Minnesota
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Figure 1: Minnesota’s HMoob Language and Culture Schools & Community Schools

(created and shared by Pang Yang for [anonymized] community organization presentations)
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School-based HMoob language programs also exist in two other states: Wisconsin and
California. The majority of these have opened within the last ten years (since 2017) and include
middle and high school heritage language elective courses. In Wisconsin, the Hmong American
Peace Academy was the first school-based program to be established in 2004 in Milwaukee. This
was followed by Madison Metropolitan School District’s two dual bilingual education schools at
Lake View Elementary and Black Hawk Middle School (est. 2017), HMoob heritage language
elective courses in Eau Claire (est. 2018) and Stevens Point (est. 2022), and most recently the
Hmong American Immersion School in Appleton (est. 2025).

The development of HMoob heritage and dual language immersion programs in
California reflects over three decades of community advocacy and educational commitment
(Xiong-Lor, V. & Xiong, C. P., 2026). Merced City School District was among the earliest to
initiate such efforts, establishing HMoob language programs in 1994 across multiple elementary
and high school sites. Golden Valley High School remains the only continuous site since the
program’s inception, and El Capitan High School has recently added a HMoob language course.
The Merced County Office of Education further expanded these efforts by launching a HMoob
Dual Language Immersion (DLI) program in 2023, continuing Merced’s legacy as the first
locality in California to introduce HMoob DLI programs in the early 1990s (T. Hang, personal
communication, October 20, 2025). In the Sacramento region, Sacramento City Unified School
District introduced HMoob heritage language elective courses at Luther Burbank High School in
2002, followed by Grant High School in 2014 and Rio Linda High School in 2016 (C.Thao,
personal communication, October 17, 2025). Additional programs include Yav Pem Suab

Academy (est. 2009) and the Susan B. Anthony Hmong Immersion School (est. 2011), both of
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which serve as important models for bilingual and heritage education in the region (Hmong
Daily News, 2020).

In the Central Valley, Clovis Unified School District began offering HMoob language
courses at one high school in 2006, later expanding to two additional sites in 2017 (K. Lee,
personal communication, October 6, 2025). Sanger Unified School District implemented a
HMoob language program at Sanger High School in 2005 and extended to Sanger West High
School in 2020 (M. Vang, personal communication, October 19, 2025). Fresno Unified School
District initiated HMoob language instruction across ten middle and high schools beginning in
2017, followed by the establishment of two dual language immersion programs at Vang Pao
Elementary School (2017) and Balderas Elementary School (2019) (V. Xiong-Lor, personal
communication, October 20, 2025). Similarly, Central Unified School District began offering
HMoob language courses at Central West High School in 2017 and expanded to Justin Garza
High School in 2024 (N. See, personal communication, October 20, 2025).

Collectively, these initiatives illustrate a sustained and growing movement toward the
preservation and revitalization of the HMoob language across Minnesota, Wisconsin, and
California. The establishment of dual language immersion programs, late-access bilingual
heritage language reclamation courses, and culturally-specific schools demonstrate strong
collaboration among HMoob communities, educators, and school districts to promote linguistic
and cultural sustainability for future generations. The history of establishing this network of
options to participate in schooling that includes HMoob language, culture, and HMoob studies
curriculum has not yet been documented. This article begins to do that work by asking: What
knowledge about the process to establish these school-based programs exists within the HMoob

Minnesota community, carried by those who were involved from early on in the journey?
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Methods

We used key informant interviews (Lokot, 2021) to interview people who were
instrumental in the formation and establishment of both public charter and large district school
HMoob programs in Minnesota. Key informants are people who carry special knowledge or are
“information-rich” (Tremblay, 1982) insiders to a complex topic. Key informant interviews are
qualitative semi-structured and narrative interviews that are “grounded in community
perspectives, and based on long-term relationships™ (Lockout, 2021, p. 3).
Participants

We recruited key informants by directly contacting people who were publicly involved
and named in establishing Minnesota programs or serving in leadership positions (authorizers,
board members, administrators). We first made a list of twenty potential key informants, with at
least one connected to each of the public charter and large district programs. We then personally
contacted each person on the list up to four times over a six-week period. Eight people responded
and agreed to participate in an interview, which included representatives from both charter and
district programs (see Table 1). There are more key people who we were not able to interview
because of time restraints and other factors, so the stories that were shared with us for the
purpose of this study are part of a much larger story. We hope that the findings will resonate with
people and that if people notice things missing from these findings, they will continue to do the
community oral history work of talking about and sharing these histories. Sadly, there are key

knowledge keepers we were not able to interview and who are not able to share their experiences
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with this history because they have passed on from this life too soon. We hope this article will

honor what they gave to the dreams for HMoob education that so many continue to fight for.

Name Type of School Ethnolinguistic Identity State
YY Charter HMOOB MN
LX Charter HMOOB MN
SV District HMOOB MN
PY District HMOOB MN
MV Charter HMOOB MN
KT Charter HMOOB MN
DL Charter HMOOB MN
SV District HMOOB MN
MX District HMOOB MN

Table 1: Key informant interview participants

Interview protocol/process and analysis process
All interview participants identified as HMOOB and spoke HMOOB and English
languages. Interviews were conducted in a combination of Hmoob and English and followed a

natural translingual flow of language between the interviewer (Vicky Xiong-Lor) and the person
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being interviewed. Vicky Xiong-Lor is Hmoob Dawb and is able to understand and use Moob
Leeg. Interviews were done virtually using Zoom and were video and audio recorded. Each
interview was between 40 to 90 minutes in length. Recordings were then transcribed and
analyzed by first identifying responses to thematic topics: initial visions, challenges, facilitators,
and dreams for the future. We also analyzed the interviews by using an ecological model for
HMoob language and culture education transformation that combined the Douglas Fir Group’s
(2015) ecology of factors influencing actions with the HMoob concept of sib hlub sib pa(a)b
(loving each other, critically caring for each other) (Yang, 2023).
Ecological model of education policy

It is important to honor trailblazers and individual leaders whose legacies include the
existence of these programs. Sib hlub si paab/pab is a HMOOB practice of interconnectivity and
mutual care - loving each other and showing up for each other across kinship, geography, and
time. This has been represented in educational scholarship as a part of HMoob community
cultural wealth (Yang, 2023) and as a key component to participatory change and educational
movement work amongst HMoob US educators (Yang, P., & Cushing-Leubner, J., 2025).
Douglas Fir Group’s ecological model is a theoretical framework for identifying the
interconnected relationships and power dynamics that shape individual and group language use,
language teaching actions, and experiences with language learning. Within an ecological model
(see Figure 2), micro or individual actions both influence and are influenced by meso
environments such as families, community spaces, and institutions. These also exist within, are
shaped by, and can influence macro environmental factors such as ideologies and belief systems,
historical power dynamics, socioeconomic systems, discourses, policies and laws. Power

dynamics are both created within these ecological layers and reach across them. Language policy
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research has combined the Douglas Fir Group’s ecological model with frameworks like teacher

agency towards language teaching (Li & De Costa, 2019) and educational justice-oriented efforts

(Pena-Pincheira & De Costa, 2021).

language ideologies

relationship with the state and
state-sanctioned governance

local / global economies national security

community desire
& support

language/dialect of
books & materials

individual language/dialect
usage in schools

Figure 2: Sample ecological model for less commonly taught language education policy

Findings
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Key informant interview participants shared oral histories as well as personal
perspectives and memories in the areas of (1) early visions for the creation of formal schooling
designed by and for the HMoob community, (2) challenges these school-based programs faced
early on establishing themselves and maintaining their availability over time, (3) facilitating
factors that they identified as being key to establishing, sustaining, surviving, and/or growing the
school-based programs, and (4) some of their dreams and visions for the future from the
perspective of people entrenched in the formal schooling system of the United States.

Visions

All of the key informants shared stories of shared community desires to claim educational
rights for future HMoob generations and quickly recognizing that simply attending schools did
not equate to equitable educational opportunities. Beyond accessing existing formal education,
elders and parents insisted that their children should not have to choose between education and
retaining HMoob languages/dialects and ways of knowing, being, and doing. HMoob parents,
community leaders, and educators recognized the need to preserve and sustain HMoob language
and knowledge and that HMoob children’s needs were being neglected in traditional US school
settings. One participant, speaking on the decision to attempt to create HMOOB community
charter schools - what was a relatively unknown process in these early years of the charter school
movement - shared:

St. Paul had two schools already. They did not focus on the language and culture so
our kids won’t forget their language and culture. We realized that we don’t ever get
to showcase who we are. We don’t have a country so we don’t know where we fit
in this, since there is no HMOOB land. We don’t have any space to be proud of our

culture and who we are, and through language and the culture piece, dance programs,
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geej, and our talents and skills, we were limited to do these things in St. Paul. The
vision came about as a community effort and partnership. It’s also a place of
learning. The academic, and the preservation of our HMOOB language and culture.
It did not take long to see the common effects of this in the form of detachment from school,
disengagement with its promises, and low graduation rates. This resonated across the creation of
the district dual immersion programs, the independent community charter schools, and the
secondary late-access bilingual heritage language reclamation elective programs. When sharing
about the push to demand heritage language elective courses in the local high school, [PY]
shared:
I did some internal digging and found out that a lot of our HMOOB students were
failing Spanish and French at an alarming rate. I said, why? There was a lot of
politics behind that. The principal didn’t want to support the world language
program because they were not shifting the data, so their class sizes were so big, and
all the teachers were dealing with the behavior of other students so much that they
could not focus on the HMOOB students and so the HMOOB students were falling
through the cracks. That is what drove me to push for the HMOOB program. A year
later, we found out about the bilingual seals and needed our students to get these

college credits, but how was I going to get them there?

Community efforts seemed to agree with the general educational goals laid out in the
state’s education standards. Pushing to create HMOOB-centric school settings were not
described as a rejection of existing non-HMOOB definitions of “being educated”. But doing this

while holding a shared vision of being able to have academic environments where HMOOB
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youth felt a sense of belonging and being known and where their HMOOB identity, language,

and culture were honored and valued was central to community efforts. [PY] described this as:
For me, I think it was so our kids can have a place to call home. Our school had
about 2,000 students, of which we had 200-300 who were HMOOB. We wanted
to make sure that all the HMOOB students were able to maintain their identity and
language. Because we know that identity, language, and culture go hand in hand.
That was important in all the conversations we had with all the parents. I was the
only HMOOB staff at that school for some time. They were very lonely in their
own way and since I was the only HMOOB staff, I was lonely as well. The students

wanted to create something similar to the heritage Spanish program.

The history of Minnesota’s charter schools and district bilingual/immersion language
programs were intertwined and driven by shared visions by community advocates, educators, and
policymakers, as well as shared discontent with the existing district school option of subtractive
English-only English as a Second Language programs. One participant described it this way:

I think one of the things we know is that regular public school was failing our kids.

So we wanted to increase academic standards. But we also wanted to make sure

that we teach the history, the language, and the culture in the schools. So that would

supplement the curriculum required by the state. Because the state says “math,

reading, and science” and so forth. But we say, if we enhance this curriculum with

the teaching of language and culture and history, our students will be much better

than in the traditional schools...

Sharing about what fueled the HMOOB charter school movement, another participant said:

14
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This started because of the dissatisfaction from our families. There is a gap. 50 years
ago when we first came to the U.S., our goal was to assimilate into the country as
fast as possible, do everything in English, tab sis peb tuaj nyob ntev ntev lawm na,
our parents are realizing that my generation, cov uas yug tim ub tuaj, puab tsis paub
has lus moob lawm na. And then our generation, peb cov me nyuam tam sim no na,
puab haj yaam tsis paub has lus moob lawm. So the parents are like, this is a wake
up call, “Where are peb cov menyuam moob, peb yuav moog gha lawv has lug moob
ghov twg nav? And our current public schools are not able to offer that, because they
have to work together as a whole, and so it’s really hard for them to do that, and
sometimes it's the leadership, and fundings are not there.

One strongly shared community vision was compulsory schooling that promoted a sense
of belonging and cultural pride through bilingual and biliteracy instruction, family engagement,
and culturally sustaining teaching. [P] shared that her students told her, “We want a HMOOB
class because we don’t have a space to call home. There’s so many students and there’s no
HMOORB class but there’s Spanish class.” [K] described it this way:

This did not come about because there were funding sources, but because of the
interest of our community in preserving, xav kuam khaws tau peb Hmoob tej txuj
ci, tej lug, cov tseem ceeb and so our big push was from the families. We want to
preserve this. Our children are losing.

The folks who are sitting at the table are professionals, myself and others, but we
are saying, peb txawj txawj ntse ntse, paub txhua yaam txhua tsaav tag lawm taab
sis we can’t preserve this for our children and future generations. [ want my children

and grandchildren to say, peb yog Moob, tab sis peb cov ncauj lug, peb cov txuj ci

15



Nowhere else in the world: Hmong Minnesota’s role in the creation of school-based Hmong language education programs by Vicky
Xiong-Lor, Pang Yang and Jenna Cushing-Leubner, Hmong Studies Journal 28: 1-36.

nyob ghov twg lawm na? You can’t say Kuv yog Moob, kuv yog moob. What do
you have to show has tas koj yog Hmoob?

Regardless of whether it was to move the hands of districts to provide bilingual/bicultural
programs through dual immersion or secondary heritage language electives, or if it was to
leverage community desires and political navigation know-how to establish independent charter
schools, the visions for these programs reflected how community agency and shared
determination for HMoob futures rejected and challenged educational inequities experienced in
status quo US schooling, with the goal of fostering both academic success and cultural
sustainability among HMOOB youth.
Challenges

Minnesota’s school-based HMoob programs faced challenges that were systemic,
structural, practical, and interpersonal. In the early years, districts hired bilingual/bicultural
HMoob educational assistants, translators, and family/community liaisons. They became the
primary link for creating bridges into, and HMoob versions of, formal schooling in the US.
Outside of what is created by the programs themselves, there were no curricular resources in
HMoob. These continue to be extremely limited and are often claimed as school/district property
or are lost to the moves and exits of HMoob educators who create their own as they go. As one
participant described:

I called my best friends in St. Paul, MN, who had been teaching for a few years,

maybe even a decade. [ knew they were doing HMOOB programs. A few of them

were able to share a few things with me, but said we can’t share anything else. At

one of the bilingual seals' meetings, they took their laptop and said, [P], we got

everything you want here, but we can’t share anything with you. We are bound by
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district policies. It was at that meeting, with that person, that got me so deep, that

I said, “How could this be, that you are creating so much good stuff, but you can’t

share anything?” How does that help kids thrive?
This means that any texts, books, materials, instructional references a teacher might hang in their
classrooms, games and learning technologies, assessments, and graphic organizers need to be
created - typically by the teachers themselves, and very recently by small businesses selling
HMoob visuals and other instructional supports. Until the current generation of HMoob teachers,
none of these educators had experienced school in HMoob themselves. Without these existing
materials and mental models, it adds significant demands on the process to offer HMoob
education in schools. It also creates a space of potential creativity and cycle-breaking of
subtractive schooling. In addition there were no guides in the form of content, language, or
grade-level scope and sequence. Furthermore, up until 2018 (Yang, P., & Cushing-Leubner, J.,
2025), there were no educator preparation or personnel training specific to the realities of
primarily oral less commonly-taught language reclamation teaching through licensure programs
or existing teacher professional development. As one participant explained:

No curriculum. Everything when we started this, we had to start from scratch. How

do you teach cov nam ntawv? All that good stuff. There are some basics, but there

is not a system kom peb teach peb cov me nyuam. Yog peb yuav kawm cov lug rau

peb cov me nyuam no, this is how we do it. Koj muab saib cov mainstream Meskas

mas, when you go to school, you learn how to be a math teacher. You learn how to

be an English teacher, you learn how to be all stuff. We don’t have anyone that has

been to school who can say, you’ve now been taught to be a HMOOB teacher. Most

of our HMOOB teachers are self taught. Peb nyob tim xoom and somebody taught
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me how to read and write. There’s really no true method of how to teach. This was

our biggest struggle. Not having staff that are formally trained to teach.

The second piece of struggle lies in not having the curriculum or the resources to
support, and making sure that we are learning this. We don’t have the necessary
tools, assessment. How do we grade? How do we know? Koj puas paub has lug
Moob? Yes, kuv paub has. How do we know what’s the basic to intermediate to

advance? We don’t have any curriculum or assessment tools.

Another participant advocated extensively with students and families for a HMoob
program at her school, and was successful. However, even with nearly 50 years in Minnesota and
sustained high numbers of HMoob students year after year, the district had never actively
recruited and retained HMoob teachers and were as unprepared to find HMoob teachers post-
2015 as they would have been forty years earlier. When the district gave her the courses to teach
as the only de facto qualified bilingual HMoob/English licensed teacher in the school, she
doubted her abilities without the support of materials, curriculum and HMoob language teaching
preparation.

In the beginning, I didn’t really want to teach these courses. I felt that I wasn’t fully
proficient. Even though I know HMOOB, I don’t know how to teach it. One of my
colleagues said to me, “If you don’t teach it, because you pushed for it, someone else
will come; they will come and do it, but will not have your same passion, and your

vision; they will kill the program. I realized that my colleague and I worked so hard
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for it. That conversation was what woke me up. I said, shoot, yes, I will teach it. But
then I realized, my gosh, what do I do? How do I teach it? How do I even begin?

In addition to the systemic and institutional lack of identifying and appropriately training
HMoob teachers, US formal education ideologies that hyperfocus on print literacy equating to
being educated and achieving academic success combined with the heteroglossic realities of
HMoob language and its writing systems. Some of the vitality of HMoob language includes that
(1) it exists across multiple overlapping yet distinct dialects and (2) the recency of writing
systems function to document oral language pronunciation, but fall far from reflecting the
dynamic and meaningful oral language practices and communicative functions. However, in the
pressurized monoglossic language ideologies of US assimilative and raciolinguistic schooling
that framed non-English education is a scarce and begrudging gift, Hmong language became
flattened: monoglossic (almost exclusively Hmoob Dawb) and increasingly converted to the
limitations of written versions. The hyperfocus on written language as the primary vehicle for
doing school magnified the importance and deficit notion of “lacking” a standardized writing
system or prescriptive grammar. With formal schooling curriculum so reliant on these, it has
made the load of creating any and all curriculum particularly complex. In addition, Romanized
Popular Alphabet (RPA)? was asserted as the standardized writing system, although it is not
standard or even the sole writing system used across the HMoob community in the US.
Proficiency in HMoob language is not defined by reading and writing proficiency - until the print

literacy focus of US schools and the accompanying circulating narratives of HMoob as

2RPA was created by missionaries and non-Hmong linguistics in Laos in 1953 as a language
documentation tool in part to facilitate biblical translation and Christian conversion, was
interrupted due to the US wars in Southeast Asia at a time when the processes for Hmoob Dawb
and Moob Leeg documentation were unevenly completed, and was only later finalized in the
United States
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preliterate and therefore cognitively deficient and uneducatable forced this revision that
competency and qualification rested on ability to read and write RPA. The majority of HMoob
educators and administrators who were able to read and write RPA were self-taught, taught by
relatives, or learned at church. There was no “apprenticeship of observation” (Lortie, 1975) for
how to teach HMoob in formal, print-literacy-heavy school settings.

Programs have also faced a lack of institutional support. Administrators in both public
and charter schools were often hesitant to support new programs. US ideologies and circulating
narratives of non-white/non-English educational resource scarcity, general refugee incompetence
and marginal exceptionality, and the impossibilities of HMoob educability extending from
children through adults seeking higher education and licensure fueled competitions between
schools and districts. Minnesota’s school funding reform laws of 1971, referred to as “The
Minnesota Miracle” mean that a portion of school funding dollars follows each child - so the
more students there are attending a school, the higher that school’s allocated budget becomes.
Thus, concerns over enrollment numbers, funding, and messaging of the prestige of an individual
school that might attract families to send their children there become inseparable. This nurtures
competition, resulting in schools and their educators/administrators working in silos, and at times
what participants described as “poaching” or districts actively recruiting teachers from
neighboring districts and local charter schools and vice versa.

Participants also shared stories of skepticism that we hesitate to parse as being
organically internal or reflective of the internalization of external narratives, ideologies,
assimilation pressures, and scarcity politics. Participants shared stories of HMoob community
members questioning the ability to be successful in designing and implementing HMoob-centric

education. They also shared both HMoob and non-HMoob teachers, administrators, and staff at
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charter and district programs being resistant to working together. In particular, white school

personnel consistently resisted the centering and use of HMoob language, curriculum, and

broader ways of knowing, being, and doing in terms of interpersonal relationality, accepting

HMoob authority in leadership, and practices of teaching and learning. Simultaneously,

participants described lacking active, structural, resourced, and social support:
When I went to meet the people who created the Spanish program, here’s what
they questioned me on: Do you guys have HMOOB teacher licensure programs?
To this, I said, no. Do you guys have HMOOB curriculum? To this, I also
answered, no. She continued to ask, Do you have this and that? She asked me a
number of questions and to all her questions, I said, no, no, no ... .I felt like she
wasn’t very supportive of the initiative. I realized that she was the one who started
the heritage Spanish and I thought, wow, heritage Spanish came on so easily. It
was because they had white teachers who were already teaching Spanish so they
didn’t have to have any parents advocate for them. They didn’t have to do what
we had to do. After the meeting, I realized, they didn’t want us. But that drove me
to push for it even more, it wasn’t just my students anymore.

Furthermore, another participant shared the following:
It's kind of interesting, when we started out, maybe people didn’t think that it was
going to happen — that parents wouldn’t allow their children to come to a HMoob
charter school (laughs). So in fact I kind of pushed our team a little bit in that we
applied for a grant — it was funded by Microsoft, by Bill Gates — and they would
make available up to $200,000 to charter schools for newly developed charter

schools. And we applied for that grant and one of the HMoob community members
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on that grant committee told that grant committee that no HMoob parents would

send their children to a HMoob school. And so our grant was denied. And I told our

team, you know, we’re going to do so well, we’re going to focus on doing a great

job that next year, they’re going to come back and beg us to take their money.

Which they did.

Charter schools, though technically public, faced unique operational and financial
pressures. They were responsible for securing their own facilities, transportation, staffing, and
student enrollment, all while meeting local, state, and federal statutory requirements. Budgetary
constraints often required doing more with less, and management models emphasizing large
enrollment targets created tension between financial sustainability and pedagogical ideals.
Extended school days and years, coupled with relatively lower compensation and job security
compared to district schools, further complicated staffing and retention.

Beyond administrative and operational challenges, programs also contended with urgent
social and emotional concerns. HMoob students experienced significant mental health
challenges, including instances of suicide, highlighting the need for culturally responsive support
structures.

I did everything and anything to lift these kids up. But I had a couple of kids that

took their own lives. A strong piece in our HMOOB classroom is the mental health

piece. I did more than just teach them the HMOOB language. Because my student

took his own life, that really centered our conversation around mental health.

Before that, I was scared about talking about mental health as a whole group

because I know that opens up doors. But after his death, I worked closer with my

counselors, the psychologists at my school, and the support team and I started
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talking about mental health, I started talking about my mental health journey, with
suicide and depression in my family. I started opening doors that would have never
been opened. And that changed the way students feel about themselves in my
classroom. Mental health will continue to be something we struggle with and will
continue to work on.
Program leaders emphasized the importance of building a strong foundation, growing
intentionally, and balancing state requirements and other logistical demands with the goal of
preserving language, culture, and heritage. Despite these hurdles, persistence, community
collaboration, and innovative problem-solving enabled the creation and expansion of programs
that continue to provide culturally and linguistically relevant education for HMoob youth.
We want to find a school that would offer language and culture for generations to
come so this is very important for our students and our families. St. Paul had two
schools already. They did not focus on the language and culture so our kids won’t
forget their language and culture. We realized that we don’t ever get to showcase
who we are. We don’t have a country so we don’t know where we fit in this since
there is no HMOOB land. We don’t have any space to be proud of our culture and
who we are, and through language and the culture piece, dance programs, geej, and
our talents and skills, we were limited to do these things in St. Paul. The vision
came about as a community effort and partnership. It’s also a place of learning.
The academic, and the preservation of our HMOOB language and culture. This did
not come about because there are fundings sources, but because of the interest of

our community in preserving, xav kuam khaws tau peb Hmoob tej txuj ci, tej lug,
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cov tseem ceeb and so our big push was from the families. We want to preserve

this because our children are losing their language and culture.
Facilitators

The development and expansion of HMoob programs in Minnesota schools emerged
from a sustained, collaborative effort among educators, parents, policymakers, and community
advocates who recognized the urgent need to preserve HMoob linguistic and cultural identity.
Educators played a pivotal role, motivated by both the lack of administrative support and the
academic challenges faced by HMoob students in mainstream schools. The existence of bilingual
graduation seals for other languages (which, in Minnesota, can be used to replace up to 16
college credits in the MNSCU system) further incentivized students and teachers to advocate for
institutional recognition of HMoob as a legitimate language of study. District development of
diversity and equity departments facilitated the coordination of parent and community input and
co-designs, and individuals worked together to draft course proposals and develop HMoob-
specific professional development and knowledge communities. Parents’ desire for their children
to learn and maintain their heritage language and culture provided the moral and emotional
foundation for these efforts.

This started because of the dissatisfaction from our families. There is a gap. 50

years ago when we first came to the U.S., our goal was to assimilate into the country

as fast as possible, do everything in English, tab sis peb tuaj nyob ntev ntev lawm

na, our parents are realizing that my generation, cov uas yug tim ub tuaj, puab tsis

paub has lus moob lawm na. And then our generation, peb cov me nyuam tam sim

no na, puab haj yaam tsis paub has lus moob lawm. So the parents are like, this is

a wake up call, “Where are peb cov menyuam moob, peb yuav moog gha lawv has
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lug moob ghov twg nav? And our current public schools are not able to offer that,

because they have to work together as a whole, and so it’s really hard for them to

do that, and sometimes it's the leadership, and fundings are not there.

The establishment of the HMoob programs reflected collective community agency
through intergenerational collaboration, political advocacy and systems knowledge, and strategic
partnerships that brought together HMoob educators, families, and non-HMoob allies. Central to
this initiative were HMoob parents and community leaders, who identified language loss,
cultural erosion, and identity disconnection as urgent issues contributing to higher dropout rates,
mental health challenges, and social disengagement among HMoob youth. Educators supported
this advocacy, persisting despite institutional resistance, lack of administrative support, and
interdepartmental competition. External partners included organizations that advocate for racial
equity and policy change at the local and state levels, informed and persistent HMoob and non-
HMoob district administrators and employees, and HMoob and non-HMoob legislators who all
worked to legitimize these programs within broader educational systems. At the same time,
school and program founders, community leaders, and vocal figures in the community developed
organizational infrastructure, messaging, conversation spaces, and leadership.

Participants described relying on extensive community networks to establish and sustain
the programs and leverage - when needed - community support as a pressure point. Public
figures, civic leaders, and educational advocates were instrumental in creating these spaces, but it
was parents, elders, and HMoob young people - frustrated by inequities and cultural erasure in
mainstream schools, and carrying visions and desires for their own children’s futures - who have
been called on to advocate repeatedly over the years for their rights to education that don’t make

them choose between academic success and their language and culture. Grassroots efforts have at
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times connected across educational justice movements. For example HMoob voices and
leadership have been part of Minnesota’s ethnic studies initiatives and graduation requirements,
as well as driving forces for the continued development of pathways for heritage language
teachers to become licensed to teach their own languages regardless of the availability (or lack
thereof) of higher education paths of study. Over a span of twenty years, these programs have
expanded across multiple grade levels, reflecting shifts in both institutional priorities and
community expectations. Leaders in public and charter schools, alongside union organizers, have
continued to advocate for teacher representation and program sustainability. As one participant
observed, the creation of HMoob school-based programs represents more than the competition of
school choice, but a broader movement that reshaped Minnesota’s educational landscape and
inspired similar initiatives nationally. By situating schools within HMoob communities and
emphasizing cross-institutional collaboration, advocates reconceptualized education as a site for
both cultural preservation and collective empowerment.
Dreams for the future

The visions that participants shared for HMoob language and culture education in US
schools were primarily returned to the initial visions to establish school-based programs in the
first place: creating comprehensive K—12 programs that fully integrate heritage language,
history, and cultural practices and emphasized cultural pride and culturally and linguistically
sustaining pedagogies and curriculum. They described programs that could be designed to
operate and be evaluated by metrics that were self-determined and outside of the constraints of
current state policies. They also emphasized community ownership that defies HMoob education
being separated by states and their politicized education policies and standards. The fabric of

these schools would reflect HMoob kinship and relationality with shared meals, normalized
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cultural rituals that reflect the multiplicity of HMoobness, learning about and honoring
traditional HMoob belief systems and the range of what it means to be HMoob and Christian,
and instruction about deeply important textile practices and ways of designing and wearing
HMoob clothing and designs that connect to heritage and knowledge of the HMoob world (Cloth
as Land, 2024). These dreams remained grounded and steeped in participants’ commitments to
fostering access and success within US formal schooling.

Participants across all program types described wanting HMoob youth to become and
stay fluent in reading, writing, and speaking the language, while also cultivating a deep
understanding of cultural identity and history. They also described desires for global
interconnection with HMoob communities around the world and non-HMoob recognition of
HMoob knowledge and contributions. This included partnerships with schools and communities
in Southeast Asia that would involve exchange programs, knowledge and resource sharing,
interconnectivity of educational success metrics, and the reinforcement of heritage identity.
Several participants specifically named desires to have a HMoob university, where people could
access HMoob-centric areas of study and study a range of content bilingually in HMoob. These
dreams were often combined with the desire for future generations to be free from systemic race-
based and refugee-oriented oppression and limitations.

Several participants described these desires as interconnected with increased qualitative,
quantitative, and design-based research that could feed curriculum and pedagogical innovations
to better reflect HMoob best practices in teaching and learning. These research desires included
HMoob relational accountability with the research process. Participants also described desires to
have basic representation of HMoob learners and teachers in comparative research that is

typically drawn on to inform school policy, program design and evaluation, assessment
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protocols, and culturally responsive educational best practices. In these descriptions of the future
of HMoob education, participants positioned HMoob children as actively involved in the

preservation and intergenerational transmission of language, culture, and knowledge systems.
Discussion

Findings from our key informant interviews identified initial visions, facilitating factors,
challenges, and future desires for school-based HMoob programs. We discuss these below within
our ecological framework, which reflects on the power dynamics, policy landscapes, and
organizing forces that shape these efforts for sustaining HMoob language and knowledge
systems for future generations through school-based options, and are in turn influenced by the
process of creating and maintaining these programs within the context of Minnesota and the
United States. While individual actors - including our key informants - have been instrumental in
establishing these school-based options, individuals alone do not transform educational systems
or institutions. The following considers the larger ecology that these actors and actions occurred
within and were shaped by.

Macro level: Federal and state education policy context

We cannot talk about fifty years of HMoob in Minnesota without talking about the
unique combination of factors that came together in this state during this time, resulting in the
first K-12 schools anywhere in the world where HMoob language is both taught as a course of
study and used as the mode of instruction for HMoob children to complete their K-12 education.
The number of HMoob children in Minnesota’s K-12 schools grew rapidly from 1980-1989
(Yang, 2001), a time when U.S. schools were grappling with two major supreme court cases
regarding the educational rights of multilingual, immigrant, and refugee community children:

Lau vs Nichols (1974: right to public education, regardless of language) and Castarieda vs
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Pickard (1981: requires public schools provide effective bilingual/ESL language programs to
fulfill Lau vs Nichols). As schools struggled to meet these mandates, HMoob families began to
experience the disappointments of miseducation and language loss due to English-only schooling
(DePouw, 2012; 2018; Mouavangsou, 2019; Xiong, 2009; Xiong, 2018). In 1991, Minnesota
became the first state to pass charter school legislation for the creation of small, publicly funded
schools to innovate curriculum and teaching, increase community involvement, and create a
feedback loop to improve existing public education (Annenberg Classroom, 2025). This occurred
within a school-funding landscape that involved per pupil funds traveling with each student and
being added to the base budgets of the schools they attended. HMoob Minnesotans leveraged this
policy landscape, asserting their rights to educational opportunities and access. By 1995, the first
HMoob charter school opened, followed by seven more between 2002-2008. These charter
schools drew students - and funding - out of the St Paul and Minneapolis Public School Districts,
which led to these two districts attempting to bring back and retain HMoob families by creating
the first state-authorized schools with language immersion bilingual programs anywhere in the
world. With this model of possibility in place, HMoob language immersion and
bilingual/immersion programs in other states (Wisconsin and California) followed.

Meso level: District and community factors - advocacy and complex powerbases

Today it is very common to find children from many language, culture, and ethnic
backgrounds in Minnesota’s public schools and Minnesota has positioned itself as a place for
refugee and asylum settlement. However, when large numbers of HMoob children began
attending Minnesota schools in the 1980s and 1990s, they were one of the first large groups of
newcomer students into individual schools in the Twin Cities Metropolitan area who primarily

used a language other than English, whose families had only recently or never been introduced to
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written language and print literacy, and who were experiencing state-designed formal schooling
as mandatory for all children aged 5-18 (Ratsabout, 2018; Vang, 2008). HMoob children’s entry
into Twin Cities Metro area schools came at a time when the Lau vs Nichols and Castafieda vs
Pickard rulings put pressure on schools to transform to provide equal access to school-based
education. However, schools were not prepared or funded adequately to carry this out. They did
not have teachers bilingual in HMoob and English; texts and materials that were written in the
dominant dialects of Hmoob Dawb, Moob Leeg hab Moob Ntsuab; curriculum, instruction, or
assessment designs that were meant for multimodal content learning that is less reliant on print
literacy. Beyond that, the notion of culturally responsive or sustaining pedagogy that is widely
recognized for its positive learning impacts in the field of education was only beginning to be
introduced and circulating as a theory in the late 1990s and early 2000s (Ladson-Billings, 1995).
Furthermore, Minnesota’s raciolinguistic and cultural fabric as a Nordic European settler state
shaped assimilationist ideologies and practices common across US schools (Gitlin, et al., 2003;
King & Bigelow, 2017).

The stages of HMoob settlement and resettlement in the United States and Minnesota in
particular meant that, although Minnesota schools were experiencing large numbers of HMoob
children attending compulsory formal schooling for the first time, HMoob community members
had been living and navigating the institutions and policy landscapes for two decades. These key
members were instrumental in communicating how US public schools worked, including their
reliance on family and community advocacy, and navigating state education policy changes and
opportunities. Several HMoob community members had roles in institutions of higher education
who served as authorizers for the creation of the first charter schools and could leverage their

positionality and externally recognized (non-HMoob and predominately white institution)
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authority. Their role cannot be understated, just as the extensive labor and collective effort by
community members outside of these positions of institutional authority must not be
underestimated. Unpaid community members volunteered their limited time and extensive
knowledge and visions to gather weekly for months and sometimes years, developing missions,
identifying leadership, forming petitions and partnerships, seeking funding and authorizers, and
managing extensive bureaucratic paperwork and school authorization requirements.

Community factors included parent recognition of district neglect of their children’s
learning capacities as well as the deficit orientation towards HMoob children, adults, and the
community as a whole. Parents and elders refused to “take what they could get” and be grateful
for the existence of formal schooling. Instead, they honored their dignity and deservingness to
have both: sustaining HMoob language and knowledge into the future and accessing the
educational opportunities that are promised to every child in the US regardless of differences in
language and ethnolinguistic origins. This collective rejection of subtractive schooling has
always been a force to be reckoned with when it comes to any efforts for justice and equity in
education, and it is a strategy that continues to be leveraged into the present day. Community
factors also reflected internal disputes, competition over resources and perceived scarcity,
internalized disbelief in HMoob capabilities for self-governance, and lack of support where
HMoob educators and early administrators needed it the most.

Final thoughts

The development of K-12 HMoob language programs in Minnesota illustrates the
interplay of political will, policy innovation, and sustained community advocacy. The
convergence of federal and state educational policies with state education policies shaped an

environment that HMoob communities entered into with large enough numbers to impact
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institutions and policies when they moved together to both reject status quo subtractive education
and assert different possibilities and options for HMoob children in US schools. The particular
combination of school types available in Minnesota combined with the development of HMoob
educator networks and coalitions to collaborate, share resources and materials, and co-design
HMoob education despite pressures to compete against each other and territorialize materials as

school property rather than belonging to HMoob children and the community.

This study highlights how HMoob Minnesotans utilized policy frameworks, educational
rights, and a combination of honoring different views and finding cohesion within the
community to transform experiences of miseducation and language loss into the potential for
culturally sustaining and enriched HMoob-centric education in schools. The combination of
district programs and public charters, shaped through ongoing community visions and advocacy,
and increasingly organized through educator networks and collaborations has resulted in a
landscape where it could be possible to create sustainable, bilingual, culturally responsive
education that might result in reclaiming the language and knowledge systems that have been
subverted to English and reinstate intergenerational transmission of HMoob language, culture,
and knowledge systems. Minnesota’s experience offers a valuable case for understanding how
refugee and immigrant communities can navigate policy landscapes to establish and sustain
heritage-language education within the U.S. and potentially in other global contexts where
language preservation is at risk. The successes and shortfalls of this project is outside the scope

of this particular study and is a story that continues to unfold.
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