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Hmong students carve through language barrier 
By Martha Roberts 
Staff Writer 

Imagine yourself being thrust · 
into a foreign school where ev
eryone spoke a different lan
guage, acted in "strange" ways 
and expected you to understand 
everything that was going on. 
The Hmong students at Missou
la's three high schools are in this 
exact situation. 

Barb Mino and and Molly 
McKinnon teach non-English 
speaking students at Central 
School. A majority of these stu
dents are Hmong. According to 
Mino, the goal of the program is 
to "get the students English 
speaking, reading and writing as 
fast as possible. We want to 
mainstream them into the high 
schools and into American cul
ture." 

The first six months of the 
program students are taught sur
vival vocabulary (how to shop, to 
use the telephone, etc.) After 
this, they start to learn how to 
read and to write, in order to 
prepare for high school. Mino 
and McKinnon teach students 
from ages fourteen to twenty. 
All of the Hmong students at
tend at least two periods of 
school at Central, then the rest 
of their time at one of Missou
la's three high schools . 

The Hmong are one minority 
out of a group of many in Laos 
and do not speak the Laotian 
language. Most of them come 
from small mountain top villa
ges, where they lived in bamboo 
huts and were fanners. During 
the Vietnam war they fought as 

soldiers for the U.S. govern
ment. When the communist Viet 
Cong took over they were forced 
to flee for their lives. Some of 
them escaped to Taiwan, where 
again they did not speak the 
same language. Here many of 
them spent two to four years in 
refugee camps, where food was 
provided by the U.M. Relief 
Fund if they were lucky. They 
then came to the U.S. to start a 
new· life. 

Vang Pao, the highest general 
in the Hmong army (which 
fought for the U.S.) came to 
Montana, after escaping from 
Laos , and settled in the Bitter
root Valley. He liked the moun
tains because they reminded him 
of his homeland. His family and 
other members of his village 
later followed him and came to 
settle in the Missoula area. 

There are students from all of 
Missoula's high schools in the 
advanced group of Hmong stu
dents at Central School. Yia 
Vang, Tou Vang, Vang Moua and 
May Moua all attended Sentinel. 
Theng Moua and Vue Moua at
tend Hellgate, and Chao Lee 
goes to Big Sky. Most of these 
students had previous schooling 
in Laos, but they had to live in 
the cities in order to obtain their 
educations. Teachers in Laos 
won't come to the villages, the 
students must come to them. 
Because of this, their parents 
either had to have money or else 
they had to have relatives they 
could live with in the city. 

"I like school because I need 
to le~rn English" Chao Lee 
(from Big Sky) explained. Most 

of the advanced English students 
said they like America because 
they can learn and there is free
dom. 

There are some problems that 
they have had to deal with 
though. In the beginning, some 
of the Hmong students were 
bothered by other students who 
swore at them. This year it is 
better though. Many of them 
feel isolated because of the lan
guage barrier. Chao Lee said, 
" Some days I have to be quiet 
all day, or talk to a teacher if I 
want to talk." Chao also said, " I 
feel embarrassed to talk because 
people ask you to repeat words. " 
Mino suggested that maybe the 
Hmong students speak quieter 
because they don't want others 
to hear them making mistakes in 
their English, which adds to the 
problem when others are trying 
to understand what they say. 

Another problem the Hmong 
students have is that in classes 
like government, history and sci
ence the vocabulary is too com
plicated for them and they have 
trouble reading the texts. Most 
of the time they receive special 
attention from their teachers. 
Some of the Hmong students 
also said that they are distracted 
by other kids in their classes. 
Because some students speak 
loudly the Hmong students are 
unable to hear what the teacher 
is saying. Mino said, "Many of 
the teachers are frustrated be
cause they have 30 students, 
maybe some discipline problems 
and a couple of Hmong students 
who don't understand what is 
going on." 

Terri Hanson 

Diligent workers ponder the complexities of the English language. 

The solution to the problem 
Mino explained is to have sepa
rate classes for the Hmong stu
dents. "They need to go at a 
slower pace. If their classes 
were separate, then the teachers 
would have time to help them. 
All of the advanced English 
Hmong students agreed that sep
arate classes would be very ben
eficial. In order to do this Mino 
said, "We'd have to mainstream 
all the Hmong students into one 
school, in order to get enough 
students.'' 

At home there are some con
flicts the Hmong students must 
deal with. Because most of their 
parents can't speak English, 
they become responsible for 
being the go-between. There is 
confusion over who should have 
authority, the parent or the 
child. Most of the Hmong chil
dren are their parents' hope. 
They are expected to learn Eng
lish so that they can get a job 
and support their parents and 

• family. For the high school-age 
Hmong students it is harder to 
learn English. 

Theng Mou (of Hellgate) said, 
"my little sister speaks English 
better than I do now." 

backs. Previously, the -Hmong 
families received federal aid to 
live on for three years after ar
riving in the U.S. This aid has 
been cut back to 18 months. Ac
cording to Mino, many of the 
Hmong are getting very worried 
about how they are going to sup
port their families. Most of the 
Hmong do not work outside the 
home and are soley dependent 
on the government's aid. 

Some- of the Hmong high 
school students have obtained 
work experience by participating 
in the Human Resource's Youth 
Summer Employment Program. 
Kids 14-21 years of age from low 
income families work at such 
places as the YMCA, the library 
and the Missoula Museum of the 
Arts. They are paid minimum 
wage. Unfortunately, Reagan is 
also phasing out this program, 
and this summer will be its last 
year. Mino said, "It's so good for 
them to have contact with Amer
icans, and they learn English 
much faster." 

Hmong students receive encouragement and instruction from their English teacher Barb Mino. 
The push for high school-age 

Hmong students to support their 
families is becoming stronger 
because of recent Rea2an cut-

Mino also explained that what 
the Hmong students need at 
school is more contact with 
other students, "A Hellgate girl 
invited a Hmong girl to her 
house, and they had pizza for 
dinner. That was a very special 
thing for her to do." 
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This issue's Top Teen is Barb Burgan. Barb was chosen as a Peo-l~b 
pie-to-People Student Ambassador and traveled around the world 
last summer. She is a member of Quill and Scroll and National 
Honor Society with a GPA of 4.5. She has been active in Pep Band First National 
for two years and Concert Band and Marching Band for four years. B k 
Barb has participated in Drama Productions, Missoula Youth Sym- Mon~ana an 
phony and was the Activities and Student Life Editor for the Hal- of MISSOUla 
berd. She has been a member of CTA Youth for four years. Barb 
plans to attend Montana State University or Whitworth College. Front and 
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