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Introduction 

On a balmy autumn evening in Southern California, a group of immigrant and refugee Elders 

from Taiwan, China, and Vietnam gather for a discussion group with college students in a small, 

brightly lit classroom in a public library. In these discussions, the Elders share their social 

autobiographies ranging from living in a refugee camp and fighting cancer to struggling to afford 

arthritis medicine. The college students talked about their families and struggles with Whiteness 

and class privilege at a liberal arts college. 

Drawing from a community‐college partnership between the Claremont Colleges and a public 

library in Southern California, this chapter explores how an intergenerational classroom of 

immigrant Elders from the community‐at‐large and young adult college students co‐created 

larger goals of education for critical consciousness and social action through a community 

project. The chapter explores three types of hiccups that occurred with the college students in 

order to explore how an Asian American Studies approach to community engagement 

destabilizes and reframes the goals of civic engagement from “global” citizenry to praxiscritical 

consciousness and social action. In doing so, it highlights the importance of layering, solidarity, 

and multiple knowledges in community‐based learning. These three aspects move towards a 

social justice approach to service‐learning that takes into account power and positionalities in 

community‐based learning while fostering academic excellence and student success. 

Background: Community Partners 

This chapter discusses a collaboration between Pitzer College and Literacy for All of Monterey 

Park (LAMP) located in Southern California. LAMP is an adult and family literacy program that 

furnishes free English classes, computer classes, citizenship classes, and individual services. 

Founded in 1984 with funding by the California State Library, LAMP is a volunteer‐driven 

program located in a public library. Sixty‐eight percent of LAMP’s client‐base for naturalization 

self‐identify as Asian and second‐language learners. Due to the economic downturn and severe 

budget cuts, the shortage of adult‐education classes has hindered immigrants’ ability to learn 

English, find better jobs, and secure adequate housing. This scarcity of resources amplified the 

need for LAMP’s programs and its partnership with the college. 

LAMP is located in Monterey Park, which is a small suburban community in the heart of San 

Gabriel Valley just east of Los Angeles. People of color are 81% of Monterey Park’s population 

with 54% born outside the United States. A majority – 76% – speak a language other than 

English at home. Monterey Park emerged as one of the first majority Asian suburban enclaves in 

the United States. After the 1965 National Origins Act, Chinese immigration transformed 

Monterey Park, a small suburban community east of downtown Los Angeles and in the heart of 

San Gabriel Valley. Referred to by many as “Little Taipei,” new Asian immigrants in the 1970s 
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and 1980s dramatically changed the region’s residential and business cityscape (Li, 2011). 

Asians in Monterey Park grew from less than 5% of the total population in 1960 to almost two‐

thirds of the population in 2010. The sharp changes in majority population resulted in a volatile 

backlash toward the increasingly visible Chinese community, as discussed by Horton and 

Calderon (1995). 

Elders are considered individuals over the age of 65. Immigrant Elders are an important piece of 

the demographic picture of the United States. The size of the U.S. immigrant Elder population 

has been increasing and is expected to continue to rise. From 1990 to 2010, it dramatically rose 

70%. From 2010 to 2050, it is projected that it will quadruple (Scommegna, 2013). 

Immigrants currently make up 12% of the United States’ total population. The Pew Research 

Center predicts that the number of immigrants in the US will rise substantially by 2050 to almost 

19% of the total population. The nation’s population will increase from 296 million in 2005 to 

438 million in 2050. This dramatic population growth will be largely due to immigrants and their 

descendants arriving in the US, estimated at 82% of the total population growth (Passel & 

Cohn, 2008). 

This chapter draws from participant observations of classes that included Asian immigrant and 

refugee Elders in the LAMP program and Claremont College students working with and learning 

from the LAMP students through my college classes. My college classes, the English adult 

literacy conversation classes and naturalization exam tutoring took place in various forms over 

six years at LAMP. The LAMP learners included Chinese immigrants from Taiwan, Hong Kong, 

Vietnam, and mainland China. The LAMP learners were men and women whose ages ranged 

from mid‐thirties to early seventies and who came from a wide range of socioeconomic 

backgrounds in the United States, from working class to upper middle class. Some had limited 

educational background in their home countries while others had attained graduate level 

education. The amount of time in the United States among the LAMP students varied widely 

from one week to over 15 years. The English levels ranged from emergent to advanced English 

speaking proficiency and/or English writing skills. Using editing style analysis, I made 

observations of patterns in the field notes. 

Theoretical Scaffolding 

This community partnership was heavily shaped by and organized around the theoretical 

frameworks and methodologies of Asian American Studies. As a unique field of study, Asian 

American Studies emerged from social movements in the late 1960s and rearticulated the goals 

of higher education to center human agency and social transformation in the context of contested 

power dynamics. The discipline manifested from the longest student strike in the history of the 

United States occurred in 1968 and 1969 during the Third World Liberation Front strike at San 

Francisco State University and in 1969 during the Third World Liberation Front Strike at the 

University of California, Berkeley. For five months, striking students gathered for daily rallies to 

demand social justice in higher education. During the strikes, a coalition of students of color and 

working‐class White students demanded greater access to education for working‐class and 

underrepresented groups and highlighted the general principles of educational relevance, third 

world solidarity, self‐determination, social justice, and connecting the campus and communities. 

Demanding a relevant curriculum, diverse faculty, and student‐centered pedagogies, Asian 

American Studies began with a unique approach to civic engagement, political engagement, and 

service‐learning. The field is more than studying people of color as a topic. Instead, Asian 
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American Studies offered some of the first courses with political engagement service‐learning 

and participatory action research (Furumoto, 2003). With an organizing principle of “to serve the 

people,” the first wave of Ethnic Studies classes sought to empower students to be social change 

agents through democratic pedagogies and participatory action research (Omatsu & 

Louie, 2001). Professor Lane Hirabayashi noted: “When one is actually engaged in doing things, 

the learning process is qualitatively different than what occurs in a purely ‘cognitively‐oriented’ 

classroom” (Hirabayashi & Hull, 2000). This interpretation of community engagement 

challenged Euro‐centric, colonizing and White supremacist curriculum and solely hierarchical 

classroom structures. For example, initially, Ethnic Studies classes were student‐centered and 

democratically run. In addition, community members facilitated classes and community language 

courses were co‐taught by students. Since its origins in the late 1960s, many Ethnic Studies 

programs and departments have been committed to community studies and education as a tool of 

social justice (Kiang, 2008; Tang, 2008). From an Ethnic Studies standpoint, the purpose of 

community‐based learning and democratic pedagogies was to inspire students and faculty to 

name contradictions they see in the world, identify causes, come up with alternatives, and 

transform society. The purpose was not only to have students just participate in society and link 

experience with education. The goal was for students to create an alternative vision for society 

and to manifest this vision into reality alongside their community partners (Chan, 2000; 

Omatsu, 1999). 
 

Teaching as social change stems from identifying how power, privileges, and social locations are 

codified in what is being taught, how curriculum is being taught, and the dynamics among the 

teachers and learners. From this premise of problematizing education as tool of social 

reproduction in classrooms, it explores ways in which learning may be an empowering space 

based on creating culturally responsive, democratic, dialogical, applied, relevant, and agentic 

learning environments. Paulo Freire and Augusto Boal radicalized education as a social 

movement in Brazil in the 1960s. With the concepts of concienzacion (critical consciousness and 

social action), Freire and Boal shifted the learning goal of education to the ability to name social 

contradictions in one’s life (e.g., poverty, effects of colonialism, etc.) in order to transform it. 

Freire and Boal’s theories and practices influenced global social movements to use popular 

education in organizing campaigns and scholars to theorize about critical pedagogies and 

education. Influenced by Paulo Freire, community engagement in Ethnic Studies courses related 

to students’ communities and worked toward social justice outside of the classroom. Freire 

worked beside and learned from adult rural peasants in Brazil in the 1960s. His canonical 

text Pedagogy of the Oppressed problematized the “banking concept of education” in which 

students were objectified as empty vessels to be filled with information. In contrast, Freire 

envisioned an empowering education as a “critical‐democratic pedagogy for self and social 

change” where students learn to “relate personal growth to public life, by developing strong 

skills, academic knowledge, habits of inquiry, and critical curiosity about society, power, 

inequality, and change” (Shor, 1992, p. 15). According to Freire, liberatory or “problem‐posing” 

pedagogies combined individual and collective learning in order to examine and engage with 

social inequalities. Freire (2000) claimed: 

Education either functions as an instrument which is used to facilitate integration of the younger 

generation into the logic of the present system and bring about conformity or it becomes the 

practice of freedom, the means by which men and women deal critically and creatively with 

reality and discover how to participate in the transformation of their world. (p. 34) 
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For Freire, the purpose of education was to facilitate social change through developing students’ 

awareness and analysis of systemic, ideological and individual inequities. This shift to a 

problem‐posing education resonated with fine‐tuning the purpose of service‐learning in higher 

education to include praxis. An Asian American Studies framing to community engagement 

involves praxis that combines reflection and action, cycling between the two. 

In recent decades, more scholarship inspired by Freire and Boal has looked at the praxis of 

education for critical consciousness rather than solely for social movements (popular education) 

or only for theorizing about education (critical pedagogies) (Darder, 1991; Delp, Outman‐

Kramer, Schurman, & Wong, 2002). Influenced by Jeff Duncan‐Andrade, Tania Mitchell, 

Allyson Tintiangco‐Cubales, and Wayne Yang, this community partnership explores the theory 

and practice of empowering education through liberatory pedagogies (Duncan‐Andrade & 

Morell, 2010; Mitchell, 2015; Paperson, 2010; Tintiangco‐Cubales & Daus‐Magbual, 2016). 

Context: Asianness and Immigration 

The community engagement project emphasized hearing the voices of immigrant and refugee 

Elders and supporting immigrant and refugees seeking naturalization in the United States. 

Relevant to the (re)framing of service‐learning, the history of immigration and naturalization 

restrictions pivots the relationship of citizenry in two distinct but related ways. The first point to 

make is that Asian immigrants occupy a unique place in United States’ immigration policy as the 

target of the first federal law to explicitly restrict immigration on the basis of race and ethnicity. 

From 1849 to 1880, Chinese immigration to Hawai`i and the United States was largely 

unregulated and Chinese immigrants migrated to work in fishing, mining, agriculture, and 

railroad work. Despite the relatively small percentage of total immigrants to the United States 

(5% or less), the Chinese were targeted with exclusion laws and consistent denial of citizenship 

(Chan, 1991). 

In 1878, the Ninth Circuit Court in California denied Ah Yup, a Chinese immigrant, the right to 

naturalize. Writing for the Court, Judge Sawyer ruled that Ah Yup was a Mongolian, Mongolians 

could not be classified as “White” and therefore Asians were ineligible for naturalizing 

(Okihiro, 2001). The 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act excluded Chinese laborers from entering the 

United States. In 1892, the Act was extended for another 10 years and became permanent in 

1904. Fostering Whiteness as the center and racialized fears of the “yellow horde,” the Chinese 

were deemed biologically inferior to Whites and a threat to the American labor force 

(Kang, 2012). The Scott Act (1888) denied Chinese who had left the United States to visit family 

in China the right to reenter the US. The Geary Act (1892) forced Chinese immigrants to register 

with the government. Under these immigration exclusions, Chinese immigrants were detained 

and interrogated about the validity of their identities and documents. In 1910, the Angel Island 

Detention Center was built in San Francisco Bay to discipline and interrogate immigrants 

entering the United States on the West coast. Before Chinese immigrants could enter the United 

States, they were incarcerated in crowded housing conditions for varying periods of time ranging 

from two weeks to two years. Up to 1940, an estimated 50,000 Chinese passed through this 

island before they were allowed to settle in the United States (Lee & Yung, 2010). The 1882 

Chinese Exclusion Act remained in effect for 70 years, until the 1965 National Origins Act 

(Hing, 1993). 

Chinese immigrants and Asians also are a central piece of the unfolding immigration picture. As 

the nation’s fastest‐growing racial group in the United States, the Asian population in the United 
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States is expected to triple by 2050. And, it is predicted that by 2020 50% of the Asian 

population will be foreign‐born (Hoeffel, Rastogi, Ouk Kim, & Shahid, 2012; Lee, 2012). 
 

The second point to make is that this contested history with citizenship and immigration provides 

a different angle to civic engagement and service‐learning in relation to the state. A charity 

model of assisting immigrant and refugee Elders emphasizes the act of service without 

necessarily looking at the broader historical context and the impact of social processes. The 

focus in a charity framework tends to emphasize the number of hours spent in the community 

and the interpersonal interactions only. In this model, the college students are agentic actors and 

the community members are passive recipients. 

When the complicated history of citizenship, immigration, and racialization is considered in how 

service‐learning is framed, the relationships pivot. In some ways, both the college students and 

the community members are cast as relevant stakeholders. The focus is not solely on the act of 

providing a service but instead situated in the broader context, with both partners influencing and 

shaping the partnership. Troubling the socially constructed nature of citizenship, the goal is not 

to become a good citizen but to become an empowered, critically conscious, social actor. 

The Teaching Context 

As mentioned in the “Background” section, this chapter analyzes an English conversation class 

and naturalization exam tutoring involving Claremont College students and immigrant and 

refugee Elders who were emergent English learners. The college students came from a 

consortium of several liberal arts colleges, including Pitzer College, which is a residential liberal 

arts college with an undergraduate student body of just over 1,000 and more than 40 fields of 

study leading to the Bachelor of Arts degree. As a member of the Claremont Colleges, Pitzer 

college is part of five campuses that provide students access to approximately 2,500 courses per 

semester and 200 clubs and organizations. Located 30 miles east of Los Angeles, the college’s 

2018 admitted class was 41% students of color, 55% female, and 14% first‐generation college 

students. It introduced new educational objectives for the class of 2020 to include intercultural 

understanding at the global and local levels, social justice theory, and social responsibility praxis 

(Pitzer College, 2018). 

Amidst dominant campus culture of codified heteronormativity, cisgender privilege, class 

privilege, and Whiteness, many gay students, trans students, students of color, disabled students, 

undocumented students, and/or students from working‐class backgrounds at the colleges 

navigate hostile discourses and practices in the classroom and on the campus. With a 

multilayered environment of normalizing, hegemonic ideologies in academic and social spaces, 

campus climate reports at the colleges indicated hate violence targeting gay and lesbian students 

and other complaints of sexual harassment and sexual assault. In addition, the cost of attendance 

is approximately $66,000 per student per year including room and board. Although a little more 

than half of the students receive financial assistance, the dominant campus discourse remained 

largely silent about the difficulties of meeting the increasing costs of attending the college. 

Moreover, a facet of the challenging campus climate was the collision of White privilege 

amongst a diverse student body on residential campuses. Students of color comprised 

approximately one‐fourth of the student body. Living, eating, studying, and socializing on a 

small campus surrounded by an isolated, predominantly White middle‐class, small town 
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deepened the normalization of Whiteness, class privilege, cisgender privilege, and 

heteronormativity. 

The college students in my classes traveled from the college campus to a public library about a 

45‐minute drive away. Through biweekly sessions in the public library, the students and 

immigrant and refugee Elders shared their knowledge and experiences, and gradually formed a 

small community. The two different groups of students (the adult immigrants and the Claremont 

College students) brought a range of skills and experiences to this combined class. The adult 

immigrants from the community had all migrated from Asia after the age of 40 and were 

currently over the age of 60. The college students were Asian American and African American 

students born in the United States. The college students provided English‐language practice for 

the immigrant and refugee Elders. 

Influenced by feminist and anti‐racist pedagogies, I intended for the college students to learn not 

only from books and lectures but also by engaging in the world and by listening to others. 

Destabilizing what is considered intellectual and what texts should be used in a classroom, I 

wanted to foster the sense that both the Claremont College students and the Elders could create 

knowledge, empower themselves and others, and foster a more just society. And, their work was 

deepened by collaborating. 

Ostensibly, the college students and the immigrant and refugee Elders worked on vocabulary, 

pronunciation, and preparing for the naturalization exam. However, the underlying goal was to 

use speaking and listening as a means to examine the impact of broader social processes such as 

militarization, war, poverty, patriarchy, and language ideologies on individuals. For example, in 

one session, everyone, including the facilitators, discussed the meaning and genealogy of her/his 

name. While we used the prompt to learn about each other, the discussions were also points of 

departure to map out broader themes of migrations, loss, transformation, remembering, 

forgetting, and courage. In this way, the project was more than “providing” a service for one 

group by another. Instead, it was a mutual respectful exchange of two groups of people. 

 

An Asian American Studies Approach to Service‐Learning 

The field of Asian American Studies expands the framework of service‐learning to engage with 

power dynamics, context, and positionalities of all participants. This roots service‐learning in a 

solidarity‐based relationship between higher education and community partners, which translates 

into fostering awareness of and reflection on how the social locations of the community partners 

and the college students impact the service‐learning. This grounds the community partnership 

with both the community and the institution of higher education and, in this way, the community 

partners are framed as agentic to co‐articulate perspectives and the terms of the partnership. This 

contrasts with a “charity” approach that objectifies the community partners as a voiceless entity 

to be fixed and that overlooks how Whiteness and class privilege shape uneven power relations 

in the service‐learning project. Ironically, the community partner is both central yet erased in a 

service‐learning framework with a charity approach (Okazawa‐Rey & Sudbury, 2009). 

Ignoring positionalities in service‐learning connects to some interesting road bumps in the 

service‐learning projects. While the overall learning outcomes and teaching evaluations of the 

college classes were positive, students wrestled with the classes. A student backlash manifested 

in three different types of resistors that I came to call the “absolutists,” the “traditionalists,” and 

the “idealists.” The modes of resistance provide insight into the complexities of mediating 
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privileges in service‐learning. Rather than being static, discrete, and fixed, the modes were fluid, 

with students moving in and out of each mode. During the semester, one student could and 

would change from one to another and back again. Instead of typecasting or essentializing, the 

modes are intended to provide scaffolding to understand the nuances of students’ responses to 

community engagement. I focus on three hiccups that occurred and how students learned positive 

outcomes from the overall process as a means to show the value in an Asian American Studies 

framing for service‐learning. It illuminates the necessity and value of engaging with power and 

positionalities between higher education and community partners as a means to reach academic 

excellence and to foster student success (Osajima, 2007). 

Layering: To romanticize or to nuance 

One way to engage with power and positionalities in service‐learning is to approach the 

community partnership with layering. When service‐learning and community partners are treated 

as flat caricatures or as individuals to be “helped,” it limits the student learning. For example, 

college students in the “idealist” mode embraced community‐based learning and defined service‐

learning as volunteerism and individual activities. Students in the “idealist” mode operated from 

good intentions and a more traditional service‐learning model. One student who often operated in 

the idealist mode was motivated to engage in service‐learning because she was “committed to 

helping the less fortunate” (M. Kitch, personal communication, March 4, 2009). Students who 

tended to operate in the idealist approach were inclined to reduce the systematic and systemic 

complexities of race and racisms down to individual attitudes, choices, behaviors, and 

interactions. Often avoiding discomfort, conflict, and social responsibility, the idealists tended to 

distance themselves from social critiques of society and the complexities of the service‐learning 

relationship. Preferring to emphasize the constructive potential of individual interactions, the 

idealists had a great sense of hope and possibility. Volunteering to help with any tasks, the 

idealists were deeply committed to the class and the service‐learning project. However, they 

tended to follow a “noblesse oblige” model and defined service‐learning as having a duty to lead 

and provide. Students in the idealist mode often did not rigorously examine the power dynamics 

between them and the community partners, such as their relationship to working‐class immigrant 

and refugee Elders. 

The college students sometimes essentialized the community members in problematic forms of 

academic and political tourism. At times, they framed the community members as objects to be 

“assisted” in a romantic notion of the partnership. In this way, the community sometimes is 

idealized rather than seen as complex human beings with whom to be in a nuanced 

relationship. For example, one student discussed her frustration and bewilderment with the 

immigrant and refugee Elders’ approach to the naturalization exam: “The [Elders] would just 

memorize the answers [to the naturalization exam]. I am worried they won’t pass the exam. I do 

not know what to say to them. So, I think I will just cheer them on and hope for the best” (P. 

Miller, personal communication, March 25, 2009). In this statement, she identifies areas that 

needs working on but seems to have an expectation that she should be silent toward the 

immigrant and refugee Elders in order to avoid conflict. 
 

In another instance, one of the immigrant and refugee Elders would dominate the conversation 

class by interrupting others and speaking at length without a pause. The Claremont College 

students expressed frustration and helplessness with the dominating nature of this one Elder. One 
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student wrote about the Elder: “I feel discouraged. I do not know what to do. I want to make sure 

it is a safe space for her. But, she interrupts everyone. She takes up a lot of space.” The 

Claremont College student struggled with navigating this conflict with the Elder but also felt 

helpless and disempowered, and chose not to problem‐solve or brainstorm solutions. Another 

example of how the romanticized perspective manifested at the community site included 

paralyzing timidity. In the conversation group, one of the non‐native English speaking LAMP 

learners would be prepared but have unclear pronunciation of English words. A kind and gentle 

older man from Vietnam, he would arrive early with a book bag borrowed from his son to use 

during the sessions. Although the Claremont College students developed a friendly rapport with 

him, they were too shy to execute what the community partner asked – to help him with his 

pronunciation of English words. 

My challenge was to arm the students in the idealist mode with analytical skills to examine and 

engage with the complexities of their interactions. The charity approach to service‐learning 

hampered the college students and constrained them into a unidirectional and in some ways 

simplified way of interacting with the community partners. In contrast, deeper relationships and 

dialogue required more textures in the working relationship. Dialogue is based on mutual respect 

and collectivity and it invests equally in content and process. The distinction rests on the nature 

of the conversation and the relationships that exist among those who are conversing. As such, it 

compelled the college students to grapple with the conflict or discomfort in relation to the 

community partner such as engaging with the Elders who were memorizing answers, facilitating 

conversations so they were more evenly distributed, or dealing with their uneasiness at giving 

feedback to an Elder about his pronunciation. 

The layering approach of dialogue invests as much in cultivating the relationship over many 

passes and over time as it does in the set of ideas to be discussed. A Claremont College student, 

Emily, who often struggled to find her own agency in relation to her fury, reflected on 

developing a multifaceted collaboration with the Elders over time: 

[My partner’s] clear investment in our dialogical process, as apparent in his conceptually 

capaciousness and often excessively thorough contributions, was inspiring and motivational….It 

has been a joy to produce this meaningful, relevant cultural product via intimate collaboration. I 

deeply appreciate his eloquence, intellectual acuity, and humbling progressiveness. (E. See, 

personal communication, October 20, 2010) 

Demonstrating joy for the first time, Emily shifted from solely relating to the Elders in one 

direction to a more multidirectional interaction. By relating to and learning from the community 

partners in more authentic ways and with more textures, she created the foundation for allowing 

more intellectual and political shades of grey and deeper engagement with the contradictions of 

the theories and practices of service‐learning. 

Through this more layered approach to the relationship, the college students learned to relate to 

the Elders in more complex ways that included assertive communication, mindfulness, and 

mediating conflict. As such, they became more aware of the power of reflexivity to foster more 

textured relationships. By compelling students to have healthy conflict and to reflect on it, they 

learned to move from a flat, one‐note relationship to a more nuanced, multidimensional 

relationship with community members. This became an important point of departure to achieve 

the course’s intended learning outcomes and deepened the college students’ analysis of the social 

processes evident in the interactions. 



Solidarity: Carving Empowerment While Facing Injustices 

 

A second facet of engaging with power and positionalities in service‐learning is to 
approach the community partnership from a solidarity framework. Some of the college 
students struggled to find agency and a sense of political efficacy in the context of 
awareness of social inequalities. For example, one group of students, whom I call “the 
absolutists,” critiqued the service‐learning project and often defined themselves as 
activists committed to working toward social justice. On the whole, they were supportive 
of the concept of service‐learning but critical of it as too reformist and tame. Some 
students were interested in creating wide‐scale social change but skeptical about 
political efficacy. For example, the Claremont College students discussed how it made 
them uncomfortable to ask the naturalization questions during the coaching sessions for 
Elders who were preparing for their interview with immigration officials. One student, 
Emma, explained the contradiction of the naturalization process and discomfort with 
her potential role in reproducing inequalities: 

In the beginning, we were nervous about the tutoring sessions and the language 
barriers. Our first day at LAMP, we were provided with “citizen‐coach workbooks” that 
contained information regarding the exam. Anxiously, we sat in tutoring pairs and 
began the mock‐interview process, asking dehumanizing questions such as “Have you 
ever engaged in prostitution?” or “Have you ever been affiliated with the Communist 
party?” It was uncomfortable asking extremely personal questions, many of which we 
took issue with. We were instructed to occasionally break up the questions and verify the 
questions are being understood, by asking things like, “what does ‘communism’ mean?” 
(E. Soto, personal communication, 2011) 

Many of the Claremont College students wanted to ask the immigrants and refugee 
Elders what they thought of the demeaning and biased naturalization process. Some 
wanted to switch projects rather than reinforce ideologies through the naturalization 
exam preparation. 

For many of the Claremont College students, learning about the history of racialized 
immigration and naturalization policies discriminating against Asians was challenging. 
Becoming aware of the impact of war and militarization on the health and 
socioeconomic standing of the immigrant and refugee Elders was enlightening and 
overwhelming at times for these students. This occurred in several ways. For some, it 
was devastating because learning these histories and understanding their privilege as 
birthright citizens was startlingly new. In the range of responses, a common theme 
among many of the Claremont College students was rage. One Claremont College 
student, Tom, reflected on the negative aspects of the naturalization process: 

It shouldn’t be new news to anyone – gaining citizenship in the United States is a F’ed 
up process. In particular, non‐citizens must go through a highly bureaucratic interview 
that privileges native English speakers and is based on one examiner’s subjective 
opinion of a person’s ability to speak English. This is how it works: Imagine you are a 
non‐native English speaker who has been living in the US for five+ years and is trying to 
gain citizenship. Five to seven months after submitting your application (the N‐400), 
you reach the interview stage – the moment where a single individual determines if you 



deserve to be a US citizen. As you’re being walked down the hall, your examiner asks, 
“What was the traffic like?” The question catches you off guard, and you pause for a bit 
too long. Perhaps you didn’t hear it properly and ask him to repeat the question. 
According to the examiner and the State Department of Homeland Security, you’ve 
disproved your ability to speak English, and are therefore unworthy of being a U.S. 
citizen. You just failed the interview before it had even technically begun. (T. 
Hamamoto, personal communication, April 14, 2010) 

 

For others, learning the histories of the immigrant and refugee Elders was shattering 
because it reminded the college students of their families and their histories that were 
often made marginal at the college. The college students had been feeling homesick and 
had turned down the volume on that part of their family history in order to survive at 
the liberal arts college. So, interacting with Elders and speaking the language from home 
was a place of joy and homecoming as well as sadness. 

The Claremont College students often felt overwhelmed and frustrated with the broad 
social processes that negatively impacted the immigrant and refugee learners. In 
response, they often wanted to fix everything and/or create large projects that did not 
necessarily address the issue they identified in the timetable available to them. Many of 
the Claremont College students came up with projects that were compelling but unlikely 
to be achieved during the semester, be accessible to the community partners, or given 
the capacity of the LAMP staff. For example, proposals included creating English‐only 
videos and GIS maps for the immigrant and refugee Elders at LAMP. Others wished to 
restructure LAMP’s entire intake system and the process of pairing immigrant and 
refugee learners with Claremont College students. These proposals were positive and 
effective but disconnected from the reality of the LAMP learners’ context and the LAMP 
staff’s capacity. LAMP learners did not have regular and consistent access to the 
internet, computers, and DVD players, and the LAMP library staff have only a limited 
number of hours to provide services to hundreds of clients. The teachers and coaches at 
LAMP are all volunteers. As such, a new intake system and pairing process would only 
work when the Claremont College students were present, which was limited to the 
sessions during the semesters. This would create a variability of process and availability 
between the academic year and the summer. 

Often stuck in the web of oppression’s social trauma, the college students in this mode 
were interested solely in deconstructing every comment, reading, conversation, or 
experience in the class discussion. Instead of moving to analyzing the causes and 
imagining possible actions, they were trapped in the vortex of oppositionality and 
consequently shut out any dialogue. Using rigid binaries, everything and everyone were 
cast as either the victim or the persecutor. When the other college students or the Elders 
did not meet the “expectations” of some of the students in the absolutist mode, they 
tended to withdraw and fume. Alienated from their education and the mainstream 
campus community, they often responded by replicating the colonizing education they 
suffered from and critiqued. In an after‐class conversation with me, one college student, 
Sarah, commented: 

The other [college students] are so new to this material. So, it is frustrating. I already 
know of most of the material. I have to teach them. I am learning nothing….The elders 



are just pawns. We aren’t really helping them. We aren’t creating social justice. We are 
just recreating oppression through our project. (J. Lee, personal communication, 
February 17, 2010) 

Sarah and other college students tended to articulate frustration with the service‐

learning and its political efficacy. Their feelings of political cynical and defeat were 
manifested in marginalizing others, such as often talking down to other college students 
and the community partners, and viewing them as farther behind or less developed than 
they themselves were. With a rage and anger toward injustices in their lives and society, 
it was a challenge to move them from only pointing out contradictions in their 
classmates, the community‐based learning, and the reading. My task was to move them 
to also explore why these social inequalities exist and how they might address such 
social inequalities. 

The Claremont College students grappled with having critiques of the system yet 
engaging with the reality of the partners. The goal was to shift the Claremont College 
students to critique broader social processes while carving out spaces of empowerment. 
Moreover, it was important to shift the Claremont College students to dialogue with the 
other stakeholders. An Asian American Studies approach to community engagement 
frames this relationship as one based on solidarity rather than charity. Rather than 
solely observing and objectifying populations, the approach involved engaging and 
relating. It involved listening. It required taking risks and being vulnerable. It included 
taking a step aside. To be partners, the students in the absolutist mode explored 
balancing listening to their own concerns with understanding the needs of the partners. 
Through written assignments and spoken reflections, the Claremont College students 
learned to be mindful of their assumptions about learning, working, and speaking. They 
became aware of what they defined as social change and learned to be curious about 
comparing it with others and to discussing how the different frameworks fit together (or 
not) on creating wide‐scale change. For example, through these conversations, it came 
to light that the Elders and the library staff wanted more audio resources translated into 
several languages. This fittted well with the language capacities of the Claremont College 
students and their access to recording equipment. Through dialogue and learning the 
context of the community partners, the Claremont College students learned to approach 
service‐learning as a collaboration and collective act. By framing their service‐learning 
project as being partners and in solidarity, they were able to nurture a sense of 
empowerment in the context of critiquing social inequalities in society. 
 

Multiple Forms of Knowledge and Learning: Combining the Mind, Heart, and Soul 

A third of aspect of engaging with power and positionalities in service‐learning is to 
integrate and validate multiple forms of knowledge in service‐learning. Asian American 
Studies invites higher education to consider various forms of “scholarship,” a wider 
range of ways to create knowledge, and diverse authors of scholarship in service‐

learning. For example, students who tended to operate in the “traditionalist” mode often 
viewed service‐learning as supporting their “academic” success only. Separating the 
intellectual trajectory from the personal, the group who manifested as “traditionalists” 
prioritized how the service‐learning would be graded and what they would learn in 
accordance with their projected grade. Their definition of service‐learning circled 



around individual choice and civic engagement as service, charity, and voting. As a 
strategic move, the “traditionalists” tended to favor traditional modes of inquiry so their 
energy was targeted on the professor and the assignments. Always prepared for class 
and turning in assignments on time, students in the traditionalist mode were often 
invested in the issues related to service‐learning as a scholarly topic of study. 

Dialogue, community, and democracy in the classroom and during the service‐learning 
were often new territory for students in this mode. The collective and interdependent 
nature of service‐learning often created discomfort for students socialized to individual 
achievement, hierarchical classrooms, and narrow definitions of academic excellence. It 
took time for students to transition from directing comments only to me, as the faculty, 
to viewing their fellow students and the immigrant and refugee Elders as colleagues. The 
challenge was encouraging the traditionalists to be curious about the other students in 
the class and the immigrant and refugee Elders. 

The students in the traditionalist mode questioned the knowledge co‐created and gained 
from the service‐learning partnership. The college students in this mode often 
interrogated how service‐learning was relevant to their education and academic success. 
One student, Michelle, shared frustrations from working with the immigrant and 
refugee Elders after class: “I prefer if you teach me. You have the PhD” (A. Castro, 
personal communication, October 3, 2012). 

The students in the traditionalists mode tended to prefer more formal modes of 
learning, that is, with the faculty lecturing and students taking notes. The traditionalists 
tended to prefer lectures from the “experts” and a sole focus on cognitive learning. One 
student, Sam, wrote at mid‐semester evaluations about the service‐learning: “I feel 
discouraged…I am learning absolutely nothing” (C. Gilman, personal communication, 
March 6, 2013). The students in the absolutist mode doubted whether applied education 
would yield “worthy” knowledge. One student wrote: “This class is a joke. Every day it 
was a dread, like group therapy for victims. I hated it and she made it so depressing! I 
cannot believe [the faculty member] got a job.” Students in this mode often asked for 
what was familiar to them – more lectures, reading, and “traditional” exams. Often, the 
college students compartmentalized their schoolwork from the rest of their lives in order 
to survive in an intensely competitive academic environment. One Claremont College 
student, Matt, explained: 

Usually in my classes, I just slip in. Get lectured at. Take notes. Pack up my things and 
go. Sometimes I don’t talk to anyone and no one talks to me. It’s about learning the 
material and demonstrating that I learned it the way the professor wanted it. (M. 
Kawasaki, personal communication, April 18, 2012) 

Viewing education and learning as meritocratic and neutral, the traditionalists often did 
not recognize affective learning as having any bearing on their academic success. 

One of the main principles of Asian American Studies and its approach to service‐

learning was to create a reciprocal and mutually beneficial community partnership. This 
translated into recognizing multiple forms of learning (Kolb, 1984) and having various 
educational objectives (Bloom, 1994). Moreover, we emphasized relational 
accountability and democratic ways of learning and creating knowledge which is not 
typical in many college classrooms (Stanton, Giles, & Cruz, 1999; Tuhiwai Smith, 1999). 
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Initially, there was some pushback from some college students who felt they were not 
learning much through the service‐learning. Talking about their lives and the lives of the 
LAMP learners made them feel vulnerable and as if they were not “serious” students. 
Some questioned the relevance of service‐learning to their academic trajectory. 

The community partnership at LAMP was much more than meeting together in a room 
away from campus. By shifting away from competitiveness and self‐reliance, students 
learned about and nourished a sense of belonging and collectivity. Rather than seeing 
the LAMP students as objects of study, the focus of this class was on engaging with 
differences and relative privilege in order to co‐create something new and possibly 
transformative. The college students read academic journal articles about the 
differences between service‐learning and social justice service‐learning. They examined 
their social location and explored ideas of empowerment. They undertook research on 
social issues facing immigrants and refugees. Moreover, they reflected on how their 
backgrounds were similar to and different from the LAMP students and how this might 
enhance or inhibit their work together. 
 

The Asian American Studies approach to service‐learning created intellectual space for 
the students to work with differences rather than overlooking it and to engage with 
various types of learning and knowing (Cruz, 2012). The collaborative, intergenerational 
learning community affirmed that the immigrants’ stories were as theoretically 
significant and relevant as traditional scholarly texts. Highlighting the different types of 
knowledge production, my task was to invite the students to speak from the heart and 
soul as well as the head. This shifted the coin of the realm in academia from just 
cognitive forms of learning. Rather than being distant and alienated from the course 
content, the students also learned that social and emotional knowledge was also central 
to inquiry and education. By learning alongside the immigrant and refugee Elders, they 
came to identify relevant analytical themes in their own lives and to see that experiences 
expressed by community members mattered in achieving academic excellence. 

A premise of the partnership was to co‐create knowledge by naming the various forms of 
(dis)placement that both the Asian immigrant learners and college students confronted. 
The LAMP learners shifted the understanding of theories and narratives read in the 
textbooks. For example, to accompany the peer‐reviewed journal articles on Elder 
immigrants and mental health, the college students learned that the LAMP learners 
often felt “useless” in the United States. Several LAMP learners described their 
frustrations with learning English and navigating employment. One immigrant and 
refugee Elder, Paul, reflected: 

I do remodeling, when you don’t understand English, you go Home Depot, to buy stuff, 
you just have no idea. It could be a big trouble. For instance, when you look for 
something, it might take only five minutes, you get it and leave. It takes me three hours 
and I still can’t find it. That’s the most basic thing. For instance, when I eat at 
McDonalds, I don’t know how to order, I just point at the menu. Often times, I order the 
wrong thing and even if it’s not what I wanted I just take it. I have to take it. (P. Lee, 
personal communication, November 7, 2012) 

Other immigrant and refugee Elders at the library explained that daily life tasks were 
often daunting and exhausting due to racism and language barriers. Their stories 
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reflected the difficulties of navigating new places while learning a new language. As the 
LAMP learners struggled to learn English and combated discrimination, they 
questioned their place in this country and also challenged the subordination of 
“knowing their place” as Asian immigrants, refugees in the racialized and gendered logic 
of the United States. One LAMP learner, Jim, explained: “In my own language, I can say 
everything. In English, it is not all. Here [in the United States], I am nothing” (J. Chan, 
personal communication, November 7, 2013). 

By listening to the stories and perspectives of the Asian immigrant and refugee Elders, 
the Claremont College students related to their education and to their own stories 
differently. The class compelled the college students to participate on cognitive and 
affective levels. Rather than interacting only with students’ minds through abstract ideas 
and theories, we engaged with them as whole human beings with feelings, emotions, 
histories, ideas, and complex experiences. In this way, the Claremont College students 
deepened their self‐awareness and social awareness through the relationality of the 
dialogue and co‐creation of knowledge with the LAMP learners. One college student, 
Cheryl, reflected that learning was enhanced because of interdependent quality of 
learning from a range of perspectives: 

Never have I participated in a class where I will end up taking away primarily what I 
learned from my fellow students. And the things I learned from them are not things I 
could’ve learned from reading a book or writing a paper because it was a human touch‐

point. Through interacting with another human being in a deep and involved discussion, 
I learned more than I could have brainstorming about the same issues on my own. We 
built up our knowledge together and because it was shared, there was more for the both 
of us. (C. Woo, personal communication, December 5, 2013) 

In addition, the Claremont College students learned to consider the narratives and 
knowledge of everyday community members, such as their families. The students were 
inspired by the community partners and began to document and reflect on the struggles 
and coping strategies of their own families. They wrote about various themes of 
displacement and finding a sense of place in their own personal and family histories. 

Placing the students’ stories at the center countered dominant norms about what is 
considered valid knowledge and scholarship. Typically, a scholar publishing on the topic 
of immigrants is privileged over a story spoken by an immigrant. Immigrant and refugee 
Elders are seen as informants and subjects of study to be observed and talked about by 
researchers rather than as co‐producers of new knowledge. With an Asian American 
Studies approach to epistemology (e.g., how we know what we know), the course and the 
service‐learning project embodied the idea that knowledge production and learning are 
shared. Everyone can produce knowledge, not just those within privileged, elite circles. 
And various forms of knowledge such as social emotional learning are also key learning 
outcomes. 

 

Conclusion 

The case study described in this chapter points to the power of combining service‐

learning and Asian American Studies pedagogies to deepen student success. Specifically, 



the field of Asian American Studies shifts the goal of higher education from learning to 
become “global citizens” to fostering critical consciousness and social action. The 
concept of citizenship is complicated in Asian American and Pacific Islander 
communities and as a topic of study by Asian American Studies scholars. As previously 
discussed, there is a fraught history of the Chinese Exclusion Act and racialized 
restrictions of citizenship eligibility that shaped historical experiences and Asian 
American Studies as a discipline. And this complicated history is a point of departure to 
trouble and nuance higher education’s goals of cultivating global citizens. 

Pivoting the framing of service‐learning has the potential to reimagine the purpose of 
service‐learning and paradigms of diversity, equity, and inclusion. Asian American 
Studies as a discipline offers contextualizing citizenship and citizenry as socially 
constructed in the context of social inequalities. Using a notion of citizenship as 
politicized in service‐learning changes the process of service‐learning to include the 
concepts and skills of layering, solidarity, and multiple knowledges as part of the 
intellectual practice of inquiry beyond a checklist for dealing with difference. 

A layering approach to service‐learning, such as with immigrant and refugee Elders, 
fosters skills, knowledge, and motivation to deepen critical thinking. Through layering, 
college students and community learn to contextualize individuals and differences. This 
ability to analyze the situation intersecting with broader social forces nourishes college 
students’ ability to engage with differences and positionalities in more textured ways 
that deepen critical investigation. People of different backgrounds are brought together 
not to erase differences but to realize shared ideals of critical investigation, 
collaboration, and equity. The college students and the immigrant and refugee adult 
learners learned to relate to differences based on age, citizenship, primary language, 
socioeconomic status, and political viewpoints. More than recognizing differences in 
interpersonal interactions, they learned to unpack the institutional and ideological 
contexts shaping individuals, including themselves and their co‐learning space. This is 
an essential skill of critical thinking: breaking a whole into parts, comparing the parts, 
and comparing the parts to the whole. An awareness of differences accrued through 
individual and group affiliation to diverse generational positions relates to 
consciousness of differences in the context of social inequalities. Learning to navigate 
differences in context nourished the college students’ capacity to layer in another sense 
– to cultivate agency in the context of structures and to create hope within the context of 
hopelessness. 

Service‐learning from an Asian American Studies approach involves fostering critical 
consciousness and social action through collaboration. This shifts the focus from an 
individual doing “good works” in and on communities. Instead, college students co‐

learn with community partners in shared and multidirectional ways. The more ally‐

based model of service‐learning supported students to understand that they are not 
merely passive witnesses to social processes but active agents to create a more just 
society through a collective. This ability to co‐create knowledge and change is an 
essential learning outcome for service‐learning and for student success in general. 

 

Linking Asian American Studies teaching strategies to service‐learning democratizes what is 

considered “legitimate” knowledge. The genesis of Asian American Studies and Ethnic Studies 



questioned the narrow focus of higher education curriculum. These critiques in the late 1960s 

spoke to how students and communities were alienated from hegemonic education. From an 

Asian American Studies and Ethnic Studies standpoint, higher education could and should also 

draw from community knowledges and apply knowledges to society through community‐based 

initiatives. Integrating the epistemology and ontology of lifelong learners, such as the LAMP 

partners, expanded what is considered valid knowledge for higher education. These diverse 

sources of knowledge enhanced college students’ ability to learn new content and new ways of 

seeing. This moved education towards creating a relevant education by centering community 

members’ and students’ lives and perspectives as the foundation to examine broader social 

processes like immigration, language ideologies, poverty, and colonialism. Institutions of higher 

education in the United States have a responsibility to educate and draw from the knowledges of 

a broadly representative portion of our population because talent, intellect, and potential appear 

in many places and in many forms. 

Scholars Barbara Tomlinson and George Lipsitz (2013) argued that higher education should 

focus “not only on whatscholars know but also on how we go about knowing” (p. 1). Asian 

American Studies changes the framing of service‐learning to consider the content and process of 

learning and knowing in community‐based learning. As institutions of higher education expand 

and affirm their commitment to academic excellence through intercultural understanding and 

social responsibility, Asian American Studies provides the concepts and tools to achieve these 

goals through a social justice approach to service‐learning. This approach furthers the goals of 

academic excellence through diversity, equity, and inclusion. 

KEY TERMS 

 Academic tourism: This is where students visit places for the purpose of experiencing where 
poor, underresourced people live, work, and play without examining their own privileges and 
the relationship of their own social locations to the community partnership and to the 
communities they are learning from. 

 Solidarity: This refers to shifts from a charity approach to service‐learning to one of 
collaboration, mutual respect, and emphasizing root causes of social inequities that the service‐
learning project is trying to address. 

 Multiple knowledges: Multiple knowledges highlight different systems of knowledge exchange, 
synthesis, translation, and production rather than one universal, precut, one‐size‐fits‐all way of 
understanding the world (e.g., epistemology). This has implications for creating more diverse 
assessment of student learning, for collaborating with a range of community partners from 
varying cultural backgrounds, and for framing service‐learning to be more inclusive and 
equitable. 

 

KEY IDEAS AND CONSIDERATIONS 

 Asian American Studies is more than the study of Asian Americans. It is a distinct set of theories 
and methodologies based on its social movement origins. 

 Asian American Studies troubles the purpose of service‐learning in higher education from good 
citizenry to social justice. The complicated history of Asians with racialized and gendered 
immigration laws calls into question the notion of citizenry. This complicated notion of citizenry 



within Asian American Studies deepens the goals of service‐learning to consider power, 
privileges, and equity. 

 Academic excellence is fostered by shifting the higher education–community partner 
relationship from academic tourism to a mutually beneficial one. 

 Student learning outcomes such as critical thinking, social responsibility, and intercultural 
understanding are amplified by integrating layering, solidarity, and multiple knowledges into 
service‐learning. 
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Note 

1 I have much appreciation for LAMP (Norma Arvizu, Lilian Kawaratani, Jose Garcia, and Denise Tang), 
Traci Kato‐Kiriyama, the Claremont College and LAMP students in the course, the Community 
Engagement Center at Pitzer College (Susan Phillips, Tessa Hicks, and Tricia Morgan), the Weingart 
Foundation, Gwyn Kirk, Margo Okazawa‐Rey, Raymond A. Young, Lee Sun Ngan, Deborah Lee, Michael 
James, Mikaela Wan, Carolyn Wan. Aliases were used to preserve the confidentiality of the college 
students and the immigrant and refugee Elders at LAMP. 
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