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Higher education has made great strides in becoming 

more inclusive, but it is clear that access to and 

success in higher education remains unequal. As 

current demographic trends indicate, the composition 

of today’s student body will reflect expanding 

numbers of underserved students, most notably from 

low-income, first-generation, non-native English 

speaking, and specific racial/ethnic groups. The 

population of Asian American and Pacific Islander 

(AAPI) students participating in higher education—

many of whom encompass the above-mentioned 

characteristics—is projected to increase by 35 percent 

over the next decade and ensuring these students’ 

academic success moving forward will warrant 

special consideration by postsecondary leaders and 

policymakers. As we prepare for this growth among 

the AAPI student population, the higher education 

community will need to reconsider prior beliefs 

about and strategies for educating these students.

For more than four decades, AAPIs have been 

regarded as a “model minority,” leading many to 

perceive these students as more academically and 

economically successful than peers from other racial/

ethnic groups. This monolithic view of Asians and 

AAPIs aggregated as a single population has been 

a challenge within the community. While it is true 

that a subset of the Asian population has achieved 

significant academic and professional success, 

viewing the population as homogenous obscures key 

challenges facing some AAPI subgroups, particularly 

those experiencing some of the highest poverty 

rates and lowest educational attainment rates in the 

country. For others, this stereotype has caused the 

needs of a larger and more vulnerable population of 

AAPIs to be disregarded.

Today, the growing number of disenfranchised AAPIs 

necessitates that we better align public  

(mis)perception with the actual reality of AAPI 

students’ needs and experiences. This report seeks to 

move this effort forward by illustrating the impact 

of the college experience on these students. The 

authors present data designed to help readers better 

understand the unintended consequences of the 

“model minority” stereotype that, in many ways, has 

marginalized AAPIs in postsecondary conversations 

about access, opportunity and equity. The authors 

also deconstruct the notion of AAPI students as a 

monolith. While the students discussed in the report 

are all high-achieving, low-income students, their 

ethnic backgrounds within the AAPI community vary 

considerably. Undergirding the report’s findings is the 

authors’ overarching desire to inform the educational 

community on the realities of today’s AAPI students. 

Ultimately, the aim is to ensure that higher education 

acknowledges the diversity of AAPI students, and then 

make an explicit commitment to target and serve 

underserved AAPIs with intention.

Higher education is a critical element to achieving 

the workforce and economic aims that our country 

needs. To achieve these goals, postsecondary leaders 

and policymakers will need to ensure that low-

income AAPIs do not continue to be overlooked and 

underserved. As the authors demonstrate through this 

report, institutional policies and practices must be more 

reflective of the needs of these students. We must hold 

the higher education community responsible for the 

success of these students. If we truly desire to achieve 

stronger outcomes for low-income AAPI students, we 

must ensure that our policies and practices, not just at 

the institutional level, but also at the state and federal 

levels centralize these students and recognize them as 

essential to our country’s viability.

Michelle Asha Cooper, Ph.D. 

Institute for Higher Education Policy

FOREWORD
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In 2008, when the Asian & Pacific Islander American 

Scholarship Fund (APIASF) first considered 

developing evidence-based student support services 

that would respond to the needs of its scholarship 

recipients, the organization found a dearth of 

research on the educational needs and experiences 

of low-income, high-performing Asian American 

and Pacific Islander (AAPI) students. Limited 

programmatic models and best practices were 

available to offer 

an in-depth 

portrait of these 

students’ needs 

and experiences. 

The first of its 

kind, the current 

report is a direct 

response to 

that need, both 

adding to the 

body of research 

on underserved 

AAPI students 

and serving as a 

gateway to the 

experiences of 

these students 

for community 

organizations, higher education institutions, 

and policy makers. Additionally, this report is 

an evidence-based source document that drives 

APIASF’s student programmatic support, and serves 

as the foundation for the continued growth of 

APIASF as a leading organization in the effort to 

achieve educational equity for underserved AAPI 

students. In this report, “underserved” refers to 

those AAPI students who are low-income, who have 

demonstrated academic and leadership abilities 

(high-performing), and typically, who are the first 

in their families to attend college (first-generation).

APIASF is well positioned to conduct such research 

as the nation’s largest nonprofit scholarship provider 

for low-income, high-performing AAPI students. To 

supplement the few existing studies on underserved 

AAPI students, APIASF completed two assessments, 

one in 2009 and the other in 2011, to gain a 

more accurate understanding of AAPI scholarship 

recipients’ needs and experiences on a national 

scale. Based on these data, the current report 

provides a portrait of what underserved AAPI college 

students are experiencing on campus, particularly 

in the realms of academic and co-curricular life. 

Included among the findings gained through these 

assessments are data illustrating that this particular 

population of students faced challenges connecting 

to their respective campuses based on their social 

class, racial, and ethnic identities, among others, 

implying an affinity from these students toward 

connecting with peers of similar backgrounds. 

Additionally, the students placed emphasis on a 

desire to cultivate leadership development skills 

around group dynamics and collaboration. Lastly, 

PREFACE

“ It is an unfortunate fact that college 
access and success are unequal. 
To educate all students, the higher 
education community must engage 
in self-study and must be inclusive. 
We need to understand the issues 
facing higher education, including 
those that affect AAPI students and 
professionals, who must be included 
in the national discourse. AAPIs in 
higher education, including all the 
various groups in this category, can 
and must contribute to local and 
national efforts to improve educational 
quality and equity.2 (p. xxviii)”
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they identified a need for increased awareness 

about campus resources and knowledge of how to 

successfully leverage those resources to their benefit.

Over the past five years, APIASF has leveraged the 

insights gleaned from the assessment results, as 

well as other emerging scholarly work on the AAPI 

population, to mobilize resources and to develop a 

portfolio of programs and services targeted toward 

these AAPI students’ academic, leadership, and 

professional development needs. APIASF’s student 

and alumni programs and initiatives, such as the 

re/present Blog, Regional Scholars Networks 

(RSNs), First-Year Initiative monthly newsletters, 

student engagement at our national Higher 

Education Summit, and forthcoming alumni 

engagement programs, are intentionally grounded 

in these findings, to address critical areas of 

development within this population. By utilizing 

data as the foundation of APIASF’s programs and 

services, the organization supplements campus 

programs and helps accelerate the success of 

scholarship recipients throughout the U.S. and the 

Pacific Islands.

Simultaneously, over the past five years as APIASF 

aimed to learn more about underserved AAPI 

students’ experiences in higher education, the 

federal government recognized that institutions 

serving AAPI students needed research and resources 

to develop programming aimed specifically at 

this student population. Through the advocacy of 

community-based organizations and congressional 

representatives over the past decade, this recognition 

resulted in the establishment of the Asian American 

and Native American Pacific Islander-Serving 

Institution (AANAPISI) federal grant program 

in 2008. Higher education institutions with at 

least a 10 percent AAPI student enrollment and a 

significant student population that meet a specified 

financial need threshold are eligible to apply 

for federal grants to support services targeting 

underserved AAPI students.1 Access to these federal 

resources have since altered the landscape of these 

higher education institutions and provided new 

opportunities to strengthen their own institutional 

capacity, build partnerships with organizations (e.g., 

APIASF), and support underserved AAPI students 

more intentionally on their campuses. With the 

growing AAPI student population, the number 

of AANAPISIs will continue to increase, creating 

a greater demand for more comprehensive data 

on AAPI students and additional investments in 

programs and services.

As the landscape of higher education continues 

to shift, a new wave of research on the diverse 

issues facing the AAPI student population is critical 

for creating and sustaining best practices that 

effectively facilitate their access to, persistence, and 

success in higher education. As one of the Social 

Impact Exchange’s S&I 100 most socially impactful 

organizations in the U.S., APIASF continues to be 

committed to advancing educational equity for AAPI 

students by accelerating student success, mobilizing 

resources, and supporting institutional capacity. 

This holistic approach helps maximize APIASF’s 

impact to affect the lives of students in meaningful 

ways by creating opportunities for these students to 

access, complete, and succeed after post-secondary 

education, thereby developing future leaders who 

will excel in their careers, serve as model citizens in 

their communities, and ultimately contribute to a 

vibrant America.

Since the first assessment in 2009, APIASF has 

made strides toward these goals by strengthening 

programmatic initiatives such as leadership 

development opportunities and increasing the 

number of students engaged through our efforts. 

Looking toward the future, APIASF continues to use 

this data to shape and drive student support services, 

including a more robust academic and personal 

advising program, a college to career transition 

mentorship curriculum, an AAPI student leadership 

series, and a more developed first-year initiative. 

However, there is much more work to do to achieve 

educational equity for underserved AAPI students.
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One of the pressing challenges that our nation faces 

today is to prepare a college-educated workforce to meet 

the demands of a globally competitive environment. 

Postsecondary credentials or degrees have become 

increasingly important to remain competitive in the 

labor market and to develop a civic-minded citizenry, 

ultimately contributing to the economic and democratic 

strength of the nation.5 Asian American and Pacific 

Islander (AAPI) college enrollment is projected to 

increase by 35 percent over the next decade despite the 

general decline in college enrollment within the past 

year;1,7 yet, AAPI students are noticeably absent from 

the national discourse on college access and success. In 

order to advance relevant higher education priorities and 

practices that facilitate educational equity and workforce 

development for the increasing AAPI student population, 

it is critical to understand their needs and experiences.

Given its scope and focus, APIASF is uniquely positioned 

to participate in the research agenda on underserved AAPI 

students, through its scholarship programs, institutional 

partnerships, and corporate and foundation relations. 

Each year’s cohort of APIASF and Gates Millennium 

Scholars (GMS) Program scholarship recipients joins 

a growing community of undergraduates, graduate 

students, and alumni whose collective experiences can 

shed light on the factors of success for the low-income, 

first-generation, AAPI student population. In addition, 

APIASF’s role in collaborative research initiatives (e.g., 

Partnership for Equity in Education through Research 

[PEER]) affords the organization access to connect and 

interact with Asian American and Native American Pacific 

Islander-Serving Institutions (AANAPISIs), corporate and 

education foundations, and national research projects, 

such as the National Commission on Asian American 

and Pacific Islander Research in Education (CARE). 

Recognizing the need to contribute to the dialogue 

on underserved AAPI students and their success in 

and beyond higher education, APIASF conducted two 

needs assessments of its scholarship recipients, with 

the intention that the findings would inform not only 

the organization’s own programming initiatives, but 

program and policy decisions at the institutional, state, 

and federal levels as well.

ABOUT THE AAPI 
POPULATION AND ITS 
UNDERSERVED STUDENTS
The AAPI population represents a vast range of 

demographic characteristics that are distinct from 

any other racial group in the U.S. in terms of its 

heterogeneity (e.g., more than 48 ethnicities, over 300 

spoken languages, various socioeconomic statuses, 

immigration history and shifts, culture, and religion).1 

Some of these demographic characteristics include:

•	 The	number	of	AAPIs	in	poverty	increased	by	38	

percent between 2007 and 2011, with a  

EXECUTIVE 
SUMMARY
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37 percent increase of Asian Americans and a 60 

percent increase of Native Hawaiian and Pacific 

Islanders experiencing poverty.6

•	 AAPIs	attend	a	mix	of	highly	selective	and	

less selective two-year and four-year colleges 

and universities.1 Nearly 50 percent of AAPIs 

are enrolled in community college, many of 

whom enter postsecondary studies with lower 

proficiencies in math and other core competencies 

than AAPI students attending four-year institutions.3

•	 AAPI	ethnic	groups	have	varying	rates	of	college	

enrollment, persistence, and degree attainment; 

for instance, data resulting from a three-year 

American Community Survey across 2006–2008 

indicate that 56.1 percent of Pacific Islanders 

and 45.1 percent Southeast Asians ages 25–34, 

enrolled in college and left without a degree.8

Studies specifically on low-income and first-generation 

AAPI students are sparse and this gap in research needs 

to be addressed to better support them in the context 

of higher education. The current report focuses on 

a segment of the AAPI student population coming 

from low-income backgrounds, many of which are 

underserved populations. The term “underserved” is 

typically used in higher education literature to describe 

students of color, low-income students, students who 

are the first in their families to attend college, and 

other students whose demographic backgrounds have 

often times meant they have faced challenges in degree 

attainment.19 In 2005, Yeh identified a set of factors that 

place AAPI students at risk for not completing college, 

including socioeconomic status, parents’ education, 

language, immigration status, family support and 

guidance, institutional climate, and the model minority 

stereotype.20,21 Additionally, many AAPI students 

must maintain their role as caretakers, translators, 

breadwinners, and “cultural brokers” for their families 

and communities.22

While the physical, emotional, and mental energy 

required to negotiate these various demands may 

have an effect on AAPI students’ capacities to 

transition to and persist through college, it is also 

worth recognizing the resiliency that many AAPI 

students develop and demonstrate in their pursuit of 

a degree.23,24 A growing number of higher education 

researchers assert that validating the needs of 

AAPI students from a culturally relevant paradigm 

contributes positively to student success,66,67,68,69 

signaling a need for further research in the areas listed 

above, with the resulting data and findings serving 

to guide programmatic strategies and practices that 

promote access and success in higher education for 

low-income and first-generation AAPI students. APIASF 

conducted the needs assessment analyses detailed in 

this report as a direct response to this need.

ABOUT THE REPORT
This report details the results of two needs assessments 

conducted with APIASF and GMS Scholars, one in 

2009 (N=671) and the other in 2011 (N=441), to gain 

an in-depth portrait of low-income AAPI scholarship 

recipients’ needs and experiences on a national scale. 

Being the first of its kind, this report uniquely provides 

a snapshot of what academically motivated, leadership-

driven, low-income AAPI students are experiencing 

on campus, particularly in regard to academic and 

co-curricular life. Over the past five years, APIASF has 

leveraged the insights gleaned from the assessment 

results and other emergent scholarly work on the AAPI 

population to develop a portfolio of programs and 

services targeted toward these AAPI students’ academic, 

leadership, and professional development needs.

The APIASF needs assessments captured data in 

the following six areas: 1) transition to college, 2) 

academic life, 3) co-curricular life, 4) leadership 

development, 5) self-awareness and personal goals, 

and 6) parent involvement and family responsibilities. 

This report highlights key findings leading to four key 

recommendations that are relevant for various education 

stakeholders, including, but not limited to, high school 

college counselors, higher education institution faculty, 

staff, and administrators, policy makers, activists, 

community organizations, and funders (e.g., foundations, 

corporations) dedicated to achieving educational equity 

for AAPI students and underserved students.
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Finding #1: Scholars are likely to be unaware 
of or underutilize academic resources on 
campus.

•	 94%	sought	academic	advice	from	peers	(i.e.,	

classmates)

•	 50%	lacked	knowledge	on	how	to	achieve	what	

they wanted out of their college experience

•	 40%	lacked	knowledge	on	how	to	address	their	

personal challenges and areas of improvement

•	 38%	found	academic	advisors—the	second	most	

utilized resource—ineffective due to lack of 

personalized focus

Recommendation #1A: Conduct focused outreach 

to increase awareness and utilization of academic 

resources.

Recommendation #1B: Enhance academic and 

personal advising and support to validate the 

individualized experience of students.

Recommendation #1C: Offer peer mentoring 

programs that intentionally engage underserved 

AAPI students.

Finding #2: Scholars are likely to experience 
challenges connecting to campus communities 
based on socioeconomic status, race, or 
ethnicity. 

•	 56%	of	the challenges	were	linked	to	race	or	

ethnicity

•	 50%	of	the	challenges	were	linked	to	

socioeconomic status

•	 Of	these,	more	than	60%	used	and	found	campus	

resources effective in supporting their challenges 

and self-identified needs

Recommendation #2: Continue to foster cultural 

inclusivity on campuses through curricular and co-

curricular programs and resources.

FINDINGS AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
FOR PRACTICE:  
SUPPORTING THE UNDERSERVED



Finding #3: Scholars are likely to have 
financial, personal, or family obligations while 
in college, and feel unable to turn to family for 
effective support and guidance.

•	 60%	have	family	responsibilities	while	enrolled	

in school (e.g., financial obligations, care-taking 

responsibilities)

•	 37%	stated	their	parents	did	not	understand	their	

college experiences

Recommendation #3: Offer increased guidance 

and resources to low-income and first-generation 

AAPI students and their families.

Finding #4: Scholars continue to be involved in 
co-curricular activities through participation 
and leadership roles on campus but desire 
additional leadership development.

•	 89%	involved	in	co-curricular	activities	on	campus

•	 Nearly	50%	held	at	least	one	leadership	role	in	co-

curricular activities on campus

•	 Desire	for	leadership	skill	development	in	group	

dynamics	and	collaboration:	56%	public	speaking,	

43%	teamwork,	40%	mobilizing	others	for	action

Recommendation #4: Boost leadership training for 

students who are actively involved in co-curricular 

activities on campus or fulfill a leadership role.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR 
FUTURE RESEARCH
In addition to the practice-based implications 

outlined above, the findings of this report indicate 

opportunities for future research on the educational 

needs and experiences of the underserved AAPI 

student population in such areas:

•	 Collecting	and	utilizing	disaggregated	data	by	

various demographic characteristics (e.g., ethnicity, 

gender, social class, and immigration status) to 

better identify and provide support to underserved 

students based on distinct identity nuances that 

may influence students’ experiences

•	 Type	and	depth	of	student	involvement	and	

engagement on campus, and its influence on retention

•	 Students’	awareness	and	skill	set	around	getting	

what they want out of college to better prepare 

them for work life or graduate school

•	 Students’	understanding	of	and	ability	to	navigate	

the various environmental and social contexts 

(e.g., institutional type, campus climate and 

culture, family and community dynamics) 

prevalent in college

•	 Examining	institutional	policies,	practices,	

and programs to identify areas of institutional 

transformation to better address the needs of 

underserved AAPI students

11A National Report on the Needs and Experiences of Low-Income Asian American and Pacific Islander Scholarship Recipients
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OVERVIEW AND 
BACKGROUND
Increased research on the experiences of low-income 

and first-generation AAPI students and intentional 

investments in high impact programs and services 

that promote access and success in higher education 

for underserved AAPIs is a necessary step toward 

achieving educational equity for this student 

population. Such knowledge and practice is critical 

in light of current and projected increase in AAPI 

college enrollment rates, immigration, and migration; 

all of which will require colleges and universities to 

become more prepared around culturally competent 

capacity and resources to address the needs of a 

growing AAPI student population.3,38

This report highlights the needs and experiences of 

academically motivated, leadership-driven low-

income AAPI students in higher education, which 

serves as a fundamental resource for education 

stakeholders aiming to promote AAPI college student 

success. The findings from this report continue 

to inform the development, implementation, and 

evaluation of APIASF’s portfolio of programs and 

resources offered to our scholarship recipients, while 

identifying and encouraging additional ideas for 

research on low-income students of color, particularly 

AAPIs. The results in this report stem from two 

comprehensive needs assessments conducted by 

APIASF in 2009 and 2011 on recipients of the APIASF 

and Gates Millennium Scholars (GMS) scholarship 

awards (referred to as “Scholars”). The set of 

questions addressed in this report are:

•	 What	are	academically	motivated,	leadership-

driven low-income AAPI students experiencing in 

higher education?

•	 What	are	the	needs	of	academically	motivated,	

leadership-driven low-income AAPI students, of 

whom many are also the first in their family to 

attend college?

•	 Are	the	experiences	of	academically	motivated,	

leadership-driven low-income AAPI students 

moderated by ethnicity, gender, and other 

demographic variables?

Asian Americans and 
Pacific Islanders in 
Higher Education
Asian American and Pacific Islander college 

enrollment is projected to increase by 35 percent 

over the next decade;1 yet, AAPI students are 

noticeably absent from the national discourse on 

college access and success. Contributing to this 

omission is the tendency for research and dialogue 

on AAPIs to either focus on a narrow segment 

of the population or to consider the population 

as monolithic, leading to inaccurate conclusions 

of their alleged overrepresentation on campuses, 

high levels of academic achievement, lack of 

psychosocial challenges, and impressive rates of 

retention and graduation.9,10 This homogenization 

of AAPIs within higher education is symptomatic 

of the “model minority myth,” the central tenet 

being the false assumption that Asian Americans 

across all ethnic and class groups are inherently 

and universally intelligent, high-achieving, 

successful and hard-working, and as such do not 
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experience troubles, difficulties or challenges.10 

This model minority construct has exhibited 

incredible longevity in the collective consciousness 

of American society, and has significantly and 

inaccurately influenced how AAPI students are 

perceived and treated on college campuses by 

other students, faculty, staff, and administrators—

too often with less than productive outcomes.11

What is often overlooked among educators and 

policy makers is the vast diversity within this 

rapidly growing AAPI population, comprised 

of a multitude of ethnic, linguistic, religious, 

economic, educational, generational, political, 

and geographical identities.3 Though recognized 

as two separate racial categories by the Office 

of Budget Management (OMB) and U.S. Census 

Bureau, Asian Americans and Native Hawaiians 

and other Pacific Islanders tend to be aggregated 

as a single population for educational research 

studies; this practice can misrepresent the range 

of their educational experiences, opportunities, 

and outcomes,3 which can mask disparities in and 

perpetuate barriers to college access and success 

among AAPI students.1,10 Analysis of disaggregated 

data on the AAPI population uncovers a wide array 

of demographic characteristics that are distinct from 

any other racial group in the U.S.—more than 48 

different ethnic groups, over 300 spoken languages, 

stratified socioeconomic statuses, and distinctions 

across immigration history, culture, and religion.3,12 
13,14,15,16,17

Data also reveal significant differences among AAPI 

ethnic groups in their rate of college enrollment, 

persistence, and degree attainment.3,13,14,16,17,18 While 

many Asian American ethnic group members have a 

high rate of college attendance, a large concentration 

of	Pacific	Islanders	(50.2%)	and	Southeast	Asians

(40.3%),	ages	25–34,	have	not	attended	college.3 

Furthermore, data resulting from a three year 

American Community Survey across 2006–2008 

indicate a large proportion of Pacific Islanders 

(56.1%)	and	Southeast	Asians	(45.1%),	ages	25–34,	

who enrolled in college left without earning a 

degree.8 Southeast Asians and Pacific Islanders also 

had a higher proportion of college attendees who 

earned an associate’s degree as their highest level 

of education, while East Asians and South Asians/

Desis* were more likely to have a bachelor’s degree or 

advanced degree.3 Notable, however, that despite their 

educational attainment, highly-educated AAPIs are 

likely to earn less in annual per capita income than 

White peers with comparable levels of education.10

Along with the 

wide variations 

in college 

participation 

and completion 

rates across AAPI 

ethnic groups 

is the bimodal 

distribution of 

income levels 

within the AAPI 

community. As the 

AAPI population 

increased in the 

past decade, the 

number of AAPIs in 

poverty increased 

by 38 percent 

between 2007 and 

2011, with a 37 

percent increase of 

Asian Americans 

experiencing 

poverty and a 60 

percent increase of 

Native Hawaiian 

and Pacific Islanders 

living in poverty.6 U.S. Census data point to many 

communities (including Korean, Laotian, Pakistani, 

Samoan, and Tongan) exhibiting higher

*  Desi is a term often used by many across the South Asian diaspora 

to describe their collective and individual identities and culture 

“Data collected between 2006 and 
2008 indicate that four out of five 
East Asians (Chinese, Japanese, and 
Korean) and South Asians (Asian 
Indian and Pakistani) who enrolled in 
college earned at least a bachelor’s 
degree, large proportions of other 
AAPI subgroups enrolled in college, 
but left without earning a degree. 
Among Southeast Asians, 33.7 
percent of Vietnamese, 42.9 percent of 
Cambodians, 46.5 percent of Laotians, 
and 47.5 percent of Hmong adults (25 
years or older) reported having attended 
college, but not earning a degree. 
Similar to Southeast Asians, Pacific 
Islanders have a very high rate of 
attrition during college. Among Pacific 
Islanders, 47.0 percent of Guamanians, 
50.0 percent of Native Hawaiians, 54.0 
percent of Tongans, and 58.1 percent 
of Samoans entered college, but left 
without earning a degree.”3 (p. 10)
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related to their national and ethnic origins from the Indian 

subcontinent (see Appendix A).

rates of poverty than the national average of 15.9 

percent, with the Cambodian, Hmong, and Marshallese 

communities experiencing a poverty rate that is more 

than twice the national average.6,13 AAPI students 

attending higher education institutions represent a 

vast array of socioeconomic statuses, and many of the 

aforementioned AAPI communities with significant 

financial need experience challenges in higher education 

when it comes to persistence and degree completion.

Underserved  
AAPI Students
This report focuses on a segment of the AAPI 

student population coming from low-income 

backgrounds, many of which are underserved 

populations. The term underserved is used in higher 

education literature to describe students of color, 

low-income students, students who are the first in 

their families to attend college, and other students 

whose demographic backgrounds have often 

times meant they have faced challenges in degree 

attainment.19 In 2005, Yeh identified a set of factors 

that place AAPI students at risk for not completing 

college, including socioeconomic status, parents’ 

education, language, immigration status, family 

support and guidance, institutional climate, and the 

model minority stereotype.20,21 Additionally, many 

AAPI students must maintain their role as caretakers, 

translators, breadwinners, and “cultural brokers” 

for their family and communities.22 While the 

physical, emotional, and mental energy required to 

negotiate these various demands may have an effect 

on AAPI students’ capacities to transition to and 

persist through college, it is also worth recognizing 

the resiliency that many AAPI students develop and 

demonstrate in their pursuit of a degree.23,24

Studies specifically on low-income or first-

generation AAPI students are needed for a more 

complete understanding of this population.22,24,25 

Studies on low-income and first-generation 

students in general often do not specifically 

address the experience of AAPI students of these 

backgrounds, and thus the applicability of findings 

to this population can only be inferred at best. 

Although studies of students from specific ethnic 

backgrounds (i.e., Southeast Asian, Pacific Islander) 

may provide contextual background and insight 

into the experiences of AAPI first-generation and 

low-income students—due to the disproportionate 

distribution of educational attainment and poverty 

levels across AAPI ethnic groups—the ability to 

generalize these research findings to the larger AAPI 

underserved population is limited. It is imperative 

that research and practice acknowledge the 

intersections of AAPI students’ multiple identities, as 

such intersections differentially affect the likelihood 

of persistence39 and other aspects of a student’s 

college experience as well.40,41,42

Much of what we currently know about AAPI college 

students derives largely from research literature 

that attempts to combat and debunk the “model 

minority myth” stereotype10,26,27,28 or explore the 

process by which AAPI students develop a sense 

of racial identity.29,30,31,32,33 While both topics are 

important, there are comparatively fewer studies on 

AAPI students’ adjustment to college,25 academic 

persistence,23 psychosocial development,34 mental 

health,35 co-curricular engagement,36 holistic 

developmental needs,37 and enrollment in non-

selective and minimally selective institutions.13 A 

growing number of higher education researchers 

assert that validating the needs of AAPI students 

from a culturally relevant paradigm contributes 

positively to students’ success,66,67,68,69 signaling a 

need for further research in the areas listed above, 

with the resulting data and findings serving to guide 

programmatic strategies and practices that promote 

access and success in higher education for low-

income and first-generation AAPI students. APIASF 

conducted the needs assessment analyses detailed in 

this report as a direct response to this need.
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Purpose and Goal  
of the Assessment
The purpose of this assessment was to examine the 

needs of low-income Asian American and Pacific 

Islander college students, of whom many are also 

the first in their families to attend college. Six 

specific areas for exploration were chosen, based on 

the literature on this student population:34,43,44,66,67 

1) transition to college, 2) academic life, 3) co-

curricular life, 4) leadership development, 5) 

self-awareness and personal goals, and 6) parent 

involvement and family responsibilities. More 

specifically, there was interest in examining whether 

patterns existed between genders and among 

various ethnic groups. The goal of conducting 

this assessment project was for APIASF to gather 

information on this student population to 

appropriately and effectively inform the design and 

development of programs to support them in their 

pursuit of an undergraduate degree.

Sample
The APIASF scholarship program distributed a total of 

1,080 scholarships between 2005 and 2009, while the 

GMS scholarship program distributed 2,417 awards to 

AAPI recipients between 2000 and 2009. By 2011, the 

APIASF and GMS scholarship recipient pools in total 

comprised of 1,818 awardees and 2,717 awardees, 

respectively; all recipients were invited to participate 

in the needs assessment survey. The 2009 and 2011 

samples in this report represent a portion of the 

entire APIASF and GMS AAPI scholarship recipients. 

In the 2009 survey, 85.5 percent (671 out of 785) 

completed the survey in its entirety and in the 2011 

survey, 89.5 percent (441 out of 493) completed 

it in full. It is important to note that 77 Scholars 

responded to both the 2009 and 2011 data sets. For 

example, a Scholar who reported as a freshman 

in 2009 reported being a junior when taking the 

survey in 2011. Throughout the report, the 2009 and 

2011 data are analyzed separately as independent 

samples with both samples including the overlapping 

respondents.

Additional demographic breakdown of respondents 

can be found in the “Respondent Demographic 

Information” section of the report. Given the 

samples are recipients of either the APIASF and GMS 

Programs, the term low-income mirrors how these 

two scholarship programs identify financial need 

as a criterion for selection: the federal Pell Grant 

eligibility standard is the criterion referenced by the 

GMS Program to determine financial need, while the 

APIASF scholarship program refers to the poverty 

threshold set forth by the U.S. Census Bureau as 

METHODOLOGY
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a determinant for financial need (see Appendix 

B for APIASF and GMS scholarship eligibility 

criteria). Notable is that the sample in this report 

represents a unique segment of underserved AAPI 

students—those who are academically motivated, 

demonstrate leadership potential, and selected to 

receive a scholarship award. Scholars in this report 

represent all regions of the United States as well as 

the Pacific Islands. The terms respondents, Scholars, 

and students are used interchangeably throughout 

the report.

Survey
The online survey comprising of a mix of multiple-

choice questions, rating scales, and open-ended 

responses was distributed through a web-based 

platform. The survey instrument was reviewed by an 

assessment specialist and piloted with nine Scholars. 

The 2009 survey included a total of 38 questions, of 

which 25 questions required a response. The 2011 

survey included 23 additional questions for a total of 

61 questions, of which 46 questions were mandatory. 

As an incentive, Southwest Airlines ticket vouchers 

were offered for randomly selected respondents in 

both 2009 and 2011.

Limitations
There are a few limitations to note regarding the 

needs assessment and its results.

•	 Data	were	self-reported	by	Scholars	via	a	web-

based survey and their perceptions of the questions 

may have varied.

•	 The	sample	sizes	varied	across	the	two	data	sets	

and were comprised of 77 overlapping respondents 

who participated in both the 2009 and 2011 

needs assessments. Though data were analyzed as 

independent samples for 2009 and 2011 in this 

report, future research on this population should 

consider conducting a longitudinal analysis of the 

data to account for students’ development and 

achievement of outcomes. Longitudinal analysis 

could also address stability across self-reported 

data, thereby allowing for generalizability of results.

•	 The	data	results	may	not	be	generalizable	to	all	

underserved AAPI students in higher education 

because the sample in this report represents 

a unique segment of underserved AAPI 

students—academically motivated low-income 

AAPI scholarship recipients with demonstrated 

leadership potential and commitments to 

community-service oriented goals. Additionally, 

when disaggregated by various demographic 

factors, such as race, ethnicity, gender, and 

class year, sample sizes varied, which created 

limitations around generalizable results to broader 

underserved AAPI student populations.

•	 Information	on	factors	that	influence	the	college	

student experience, such as types of institutions 

attended and geographic location, should be 

considered for future research.

•	 Due	to	the	criteria	for	APIASF	and	GMS	scholarship	

eligibility requirements that have a preference for 

specific academic majors and/or career professions, 

the academic majors represented in the sample 

are skewed toward those restrictions (e.g., STEM, 

health-related majors).

•	 The	window	of	time	allotted	for	respondents	to	

complete the survey was not consistent between 

the 2009 assessment (three weeks across March and 

April) and the 2011 assessment (six weeks across 

December and January). The nature of the responses 

provided in the assessments may be influenced by 

what was salient to the students’ experience at the 

time the assessment was completed.

•	 This	report	highlights	AAPI	scholarship	recipients,	but	

it would also be important to comparatively examine 

the experiences of underserved AAPI students who 

have not received a scholarship to understand whether 

their academic and leadership experiences are similar 

or different in nature. Additional areas highlighted for 

future research are presented in the “Implications” 

section of the report.
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Scholarship Award
The majority of respondents from both surveys were 

APIASF scholarship recipients, with 53.9 percent of the 

2009 respondents (N=707) and 64.4 percent of the 

2011 respondents (N=489) indicating they received the 

APIASF scholarship (see Figure 1). Of the 2011 sample, 

52.2 percent indicated they were the first in their family 

to attend college. Data on college-going generation 

status were not collected in the 2009 needs assessment.

Gender
The majority of the 2009 

and 2011 respondents 

were self-identifying 

females accounting for 

nearly 72 percent of 

the sample (see Figure 

2). Approximately 

28 percent of both 

samples comprised of 

self-identifying male 

Scholars and a small 

percentage of the 

Scholars self-identified as 

being transgender (see 

Figure 2). The gender 

representation of those 

who responded to the 

survey is reflective of gender representation of the entire 

APIASF and GMS scholarship recipient constituencies. 

Throughout this report, analyses by gender were 

reported on both the female and male respondents 

and do not include the Scholars who self-identified as 

transgender due to the limited sample size.

Race and Ethnicity
Race and ethnicity data for Asian Americans and Pacific 

Islanders reported in this publication are based on 

the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) 1997 

standards used in racial data collection by the U.S. 

Census Bureau in 2010. As a scholarship provider, 

APIASF uses race and ethnicity categories that are 

aligned with the OMB standards; hence, all data in this 

report are portrayed with these classifications in mind.

Figure 3, represents the percentage of respondents by 

ethnic groups. Mixed race denotes that a respondent 

reported multiple races; racial categories as defined by 

RESPONDENT 
DEMOGRAPHIC 
INFORMATION

53.9% 46.1% 

2009

APIASF GMS 

64.4% 
35.6% 

2011

“Asian refers to a person having 
origins in any of the original 
peoples of the Far East, Southeast 
Asia, or the Indian subcontinent, 
including, for example, Cambodia, 
China, India, Japan, Korea, 
Malaysia, Pakistan, the Philippine 
Islands, Thailand, and Vietnam. 
The Asian population includes 
people who indicated their 
race(s) as “Asian” or reported 
entries such as “Asian Indian,” 
“Chinese,” “Filipino,” “Korean,” 
“Japanese,” and “Vietnamese” 
or provided other detailed Asian 
responses.” 46 (p. 2)

FIGURE 1. PERCENTAGE OF RESPONDENTS BY 
SCHOLARSHIP AWARD
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the OMB standards. Multiethnic Asian American and 

Pacific Islanders represent respondents who identified 

with multiple ethnicities within one racial category. 

Respondents who reported identifying with a race or 

ethnicity outside of the OMB-defined Asian or Native 

Hawaiian and Pacific Islander (NHPI) racial categories 

were collapsed under mixed race or multiethnic 

categories in Figure 3. In 2009, 2.2 percent (N = 14) 

reported identifying with a race or ethnicity outside of 

Asian race or Native Hawaiian and Pacific Islander race, 

while in 2011, 4.4 percent (N = 21) of the respondents 

reported identifying with a race outside of Asian or NHPI. 

The majority of the respondents in the 2009 sample 

(N=633)	were	Southeast	Asians	(39.2%;	N=248),	while	

the majority of the respondents in the 2011 sample 

(N=481)	were	East	Asians	(34.3%;	N=165).	Though	

all 48 AAPI ethnicities are represented in the overall 

APIASF and GMS scholarship recipient pool, not all were 

represented in the sample of respondents in this report.

Education Level
Scholars represented a spectrum of undergraduate 

education levels, with freshmen (also denoted as 

first-year student throughout the report) comprising 

the	majority	of	respondents	for	the	2009	(35.4%)	

and	2011	(55.0%)	samples,	and	the	remaining	

respondent pool fairly evenly distributed across the 

other class years (see Figure 4). Seniors and fifth-

year undergraduates were considered as one group 

in analysis (see Figure 4).

Fields of Study
The 2009 set of respondents (N=707), represented 

136 different majors, while in the 2011 sample 

(N=467), 109 different majors were represented. Of 

the respondents in the 2009 and 2011 samples, 24.6 

percent and 15.2 percent, respectively, reported they 

FIGURE 2. PERCENTAGE OF RESPONDENTS BY GENDER

2009 2011

0.4% 

28.2% 

71.4% 

0.3% 

27.4% 

72.3% 

0 0.1 0.2 0.3 0.4 0.5 0.6 0.7 0.8 

Transgender 

 Male 

 Female 

“ Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander refers to a person having origins in any of the original peoples of Hawaii, 
Guam, Samoa, or other Pacific Islands. The Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islander population includes people 
who marked the “Native Hawaiian” checkbox, the “Guamanian or Chamorro” checkbox, the “Samoan” checkbox, 
or the “Other Pacific Islander” checkbox. It also includes people who reported entries such as Pacific Islander; 
Polynesian entries, such as Tahitian, Tongan, and Tokelauan; Micronesian entries, such as Marshallese, Palauan, 
and Chuukese; and Melanesian entries, such as Fijian, Guinean, and Solomon Islander.”47 (p. 2)
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were pursuing double majors. Though data were 

not captured in 2009 regarding Scholars pursuing a 

minor, data from the 2011 sample indicate that 39.8 

percent of this set of respondents pursued a minor. 

The top five academic majors represented in both the 

2009 and 2011 samples included biological sciences 

and biomedical sciences, social sciences, health 

professions and related sciences, engineering, and 

business (see Table 1).

Biological and biomedical sciences were the most 

popular	majors	for	both	males	(21.2%)	and	females	

(29.0%)	from	the	2009	sample.	Biological	and	

biomedical sciences were also the most popular 

majors	for	females	(21.4%)	in	the	2011	sample,	for	

males	(17.2%)	it	was	engineering	(see	Figure	5).

Over half of the 2009 and 2011 respondents 

indicated they were pursuing science, technology, 

engineering, and mathematics (STEM) majors 

(see Table 2). Given that one of the key foci of the 

GMS program is to cultivate a pipeline of students 

pursuing undergraduate and graduate studies in 

STEM-related programs, this representation of the 

STEM fields is not a surprising one. Furthermore, 

this dataset also comprises some APIASF Scholars 

whose scholarships were awarded based on their 

intention to pursue specific majors (e.g., health-

related majors) (see Appendix B).

55.0% 

12.1% 

12.6% 

12.1% 

35.4% 

25.2% 

19.2% 

19.9% 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 

Freshman 

 Sophomore 

 Junior 

 Senior+5th Year Under Graduate

2009 2011 

FIGURE 4. PERCENTAGE OF RESPONDENTS BY UNDERGRADUATE EDUCATION LEVEL

Note. Data are represented separately as independent samples with both samples including 77 overlapping respondents.

Some of the respondents indicated that they were graduate students or Alumni and are not reflected in the chart above.

FIGURE 3. PERCENTAGE OF RESPONDENTS BY ETHNIC GROUP

2009 2011
South Asian / Desi - 8.3%

East Asian - 34.3%

Southeast Asian - 31.4% 

Filipino - 5.0%
Other Asian - 2.5%

NHPI - 2.5% 

Mixed Race - 3.1% 

Multiethnic Asian American 
and/or Pacific Islander - 12.9% 

South Asian / Desi - 9.3%

East Asian - 31.6%

Southeast Asian - 39.2% 

Filipino - 4.6%
Other Asian - 0.3%

NHPI - 3.5% 

Mixed Race - 3.8% 

Multiethnic Asian American 
and/or Pacific Islander - 7.7% 
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FIGURE 5. MOST POPULAR FIELDS OF STUDY BY GENDER

TABLE 1. MOST POPULAR ACADEMIC MAJORS 
REPRESENTED ACROSS 2009 & 2011 RESPONDENTS

ACADEMIC MAJOR 2009 2011

Biological Sciences and  

Biomedical	Sciences	 25.7%	 22.3%

Social	Sciences	 23.3%	 18.0%

Health Professions and  

Related	Sciences	 12.2%	 16.5%

Engineering	 9.8%	 11.3%

Business	 16.1%	 11.1%

15.0% 

8.7% 

6.9% 

15.6% 

21.4% 

14.0% 

14.8% 

6.8% 

20.6% 

29.0% 

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 

Health Professions and 
Related Sciences 

Business 

 
Engineering 

 Social Sciences 

Biological Sciences and 
Biomedical Sciences 

Health Professions and 
Related Sciences 

Business 

 
Engineering 

 Social Sciences 

Biological Sciences and 
Biomedical Sciences 14.6% 

15.9% 

17.2% 

12.1% 

12.7% 
6.1% 

19.0% 

19.6% 

10.0% 

21.2% 

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 

2009

Female Male

2011

TABLE 2. PERCENTAGE OF RESPONDENTS WITH STEM MAJORS BY GENDER AND YEAR IN SCHOOL

STEM Majors of 2009 Sample STEM Majors of 2011 Sample
Overall . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 57.3% Overall . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .56.5%

Year in School Year in School 

Freshmen . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .56.8%	 Freshmen . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .47.9%

Sophomores . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .68.0%	 Sophomores . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 50.8%

Juniors . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .42.6%	 Juniors . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .51.6%

Seniors/5th Year . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .58.2%	 Seniors/5th	Year . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .49.2%

Gender Gender 

Female . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .58.5%	 Female . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .47.8%

Male . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 59.2%	 Male . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 52.9%
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The transition to college presents both 

challenges and opportunities as students enter 

new environments, establish new relationships, 

experience new levels of independence, and 

encounter higher academic expectations. While 

all students experience varying levels of difficulty 

and utilize different strategies for adjusting to 

their first-year experience in college, current 

research highlights unique issues experienced 

by underrepresented students.97,101,102 In addition, 

theories on student retention and persistence have 

become increasingly inclusive of students of color, 

as researchers recognize and assert the need to 

consider the impact of racial contexts and cultural 

values, backgrounds, and worldviews on students’ 

experiences in navigating college.67,68,97,98,99,100

 First-year students often enter college campuses 

seeking opportunities and relationships that provide 

them support and belonging in the community. 

Low-income students, in particular, typically enter 

college with fewer financial resources, less exposure 

to an understanding of college life, and often come 

from high schools that lack appropriate resources 

for college-level preparation.38,42 In light of the 

limited number of studies on underserved AAPI 

students and their adjustment to college, this report 

provides insight into factors that may better support 

underserved AAPI students in their transition to 

college experience. First-year respondents in the 

2009 and 2011 needs assessments were, therefore, 

asked to share their level of satisfaction in the 

transition to college and identify the types of 

support that would have eased their transition.

Respondent Information: 
First-Year Scholars
A total of 234 respondents of the 2009 survey were 

first-year students, of which 31.2 percent (N=73) 

were male and 67.1 percent (N=157) were female. 

A total of 238 respondents of the 2011 survey were 

first-year students, of which 25.2 percent (N = 60) 

were male and 74.4 percent (N = 177) were female.

Satisfaction with 
Transition to College
Figure 6 illustrates that a large percentage of 

Scholars from both needs assessment samples were 

satisfied with their transition to college. Of the 2009 

respondents, 77.4 percent 

and 70.6 percent of the 

2011 respondents were 

satisfied or very satisfied. 

The analysis of the two 

samples revealed that 

the percentage of overall 

satisfaction declined 

from 2009 to 2011 while 

the percentage of those 

feeling neutral about 

their transition to college 

increased. However, it is 

not clearly known what 

accounts for this decline in overall satisfaction from 

2009 to 2011 as it can be attributed to a number of 

TRANSITION  
TO COLLEGE

“ Academically, I feel as 
though high school did not 
prepare me well. As a result, 
making the transition from 
high school to college was 
academically challenging.” 

–  GMS Scholar, 
Freshman, 2011 

Survey Respondent
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uncontrolled factors (e.g. differences in institutions 

attended by the 2009 and 2011 sample participants, 

increase in commuter students, financial 

responsibility, etc.).

Nearly	half	of	the	first-year	students	(46.6%)	

from the 2011 survey were first generation college 

students, and over 70 percent of first-generation 

and non-first-generation students from the 2011 

sample reported that they were satisfied overall 

with their transition to college (Figure 7). What is 

interesting from the data presented in Figure 7 is 

that while there is no discernible difference across 

the first three response categories by the first-

generation and non-first-generation respondents, 

distinctions around being either satisfied or very 

satisfied have been made regarding their transition 

to college. Future qualitative research looking into 

what constitutes these distinctions would provide 

more substantial knowledge about this area of their 

college experience.

2009 2011
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24.8% 

45.4% 
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FIGURE 6. LEVEL OF SATISFACTION WITH TRANSITION TO COLLEGE

FIGURE 7. LEVEL OF SATISFACTION WITH TRANSITION TO COLLEGE BY GENERATION STATUS (2011)
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Involvement with  
First-Year Programs  
on Campus
The 2011 needs assessment asked about 

respondents’ participation in first-year programs 

available on their campuses. Approximately 90 

percent (N = 214) of the respondents indicated 

that they had participated in orientation at their 

institutions,	of	which,	the	majority	(81.7%)	

indicated that they found these programs helpful 

to their transition into college. Some of these 

respondents indicated that these programs were 

beneficial due to the opportunity to meet their 

peers prior to arriving on campus and learn about 

the resources available to them. Their comments 

suggest the importance of having a support 

network of peers, which is aligned with the 

literature that highlights the significance of such 

social support systems on AAPI students’ success.18 

What warrants further exploration are experiences 

of the Scholars who did not participate in the first-

year programs.

Types of Support Needed
When asked what would have made their transition 

easier, the most common responses from both 

samples of Scholars were a stronger support system 

of mentors, peers, and faculty; stronger academic 

skills, including more academic and social support 

programs; increased financial support, better 

understanding of college academics, and better 

or more access to advisement and support. The 

2011 assessment results revealed a greater number 

of respondents indicating that their transition to 

college would have been easier if they lived closer 

to or on-campus, which suggests how additional 

support for on campus housing may be more 

effective and beneficial. Future studies should 

explore the experiences of underserved AAPI 

commuter students and the types of support services 

needed for this population.

It is noteworthy to mention female and male 

respondents identified different factors that would 

have facilitated their transition. While both groups 

stated stronger academic skills as the top response, 

more female respondents identified that a stronger 

support system and getting more involved on 

campus would have helped. In contrast, more 

male respondents revealed that participation in 

orientation programs, knowledge of campus 

resources, increased financial support, and better 

or more access to advisement services would have 

helped them with their transition. Though the 

sample size for males was smaller, this difference 

might be further explored.

There were notable racial/ethnic group differences 

among the respondents in the 2011 sample in 

response to the question of what would have better 

supported them in their transition to college. While 

stronger academic skills was the top response for 

the South Asian/Desi, Southeast Asian, and Other 

Asian ethnic groups, stronger support systems 

was highlighted for the East Asian, Multiethnic, 

and Mixed Race groups. Stronger academic skills 

and more knowledge of campus resources were 

among the top responses for the NHPI group. These 

conclusions are presented with acknowledgment 

that ethnic group sample sizes varied, and thus 

generalizability of these findings are limited. 
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Due to the persistence of the model minority myth and 

the related assumption that all Asian American students 

are academically successful and therefore do not need 

of academic and developmental support, existing 

research on the academic experience of Asian American 

students is limited and for Pacific Islanders, it is nearly 

nonexistent. Understanding AAPI students’ academic 

experiences, such as help-seeking behaviors and the 

use of campus resources, is important in identifying 

support mechanisms and practices conducive to these 

students’ academic success and personal development. 

Much of the research on help-seeking behaviors 

among AAPI students have focused on psychosocial 

variables and the propensity to seek mental health 

counseling,35,48 and less within the academic realm of 

the student experience. The studies that do exist have 

shown that AAPI students may be less likely to have 

faculty contact or seek their assistance.49,50 However, 

this finding may be pertinent only for coursework 

and classroom-related activities, as other research 

indicates AAPI students may be more likely than their 

peers to have interaction with faculty through research 

opportunities.51 In addition to faculty, the influential 

role of social support from family, friends, and mentors 

in the academic persistence of AAPI students has also 

been documented in the literature.23

Given the demonstrated significance of the academic 

realm in the retention of college students,45,52 

respondents in both needs assessments were asked to 

share experiences with academic life on their campuses, 

and indicate the academic resources they have utilized 

and found effective, the academic-related areas in which 

they desire additional support, and from whom they feel 

comfortable seeking academic advice.

Utilization of Academic 
Resources
At least 80 percent of respondents in both the 

2009 and 2011 samples have utilized professors’ 

office hours, academic advisors, upperclassmen, or 

ACADEMIC LIFE

2009 2011
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FIGURE 8. PERCENTAGE OF RESPONDENTS REPORTING UTILIZATION OF ACADEMIC RESOURCES
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classmates as academic resources, indicating high 

awareness and willingness to reach out to these 

individuals for support. In contrast, more than 

one-third	of	2009	respondents	(36.8%)	and	nearly	

half	of	2011	respondents	(45.2%)	have	not	utilized	

academic support centers on their campuses (see 

Figure 8).

A consideration for further study is to explore 

the utilization of academic resources by various 

subpopulations of AAPI students (e.g., gender, 

ethnic group, first-generation status, class year). 

While preliminary data analysis of the 2009 and 

2011 needs assessments yielded certain patterns and 

differences in percentage responses, additional and 

more rigorous research is needed to determine the 

validity and significance of these phenomena.

Respondents from both needs assessment samples 

expressed the following as barriers to utilizing 

academic resources on campus: being unaware 

that resources existed, feeling intimidated or 

embarrassed to seek help, and lacking time or 

accessibility. These findings suggest there may 

be a need for greater, proactive outreach to AAPI 

students regarding the existence of academic 

support resources such as tutoring, writing, federal 

TRIO/Student Support Services, and other support 

services on campus. In addition, approaches that 

normalize the utilization of resources may alleviate 

student concerns over seeking assistance, as would 

increasing the accessibility and availability of 

resources during times conducive to students’ 

schedules or via online delivery.

Effectiveness of 
Academic Resources
Of the academic resources utilized, respondents 

reported the most effective are classmates, 

upperclassmen, and professors’ office hours, 

with about 75 percent of both the 2009 and 2011 

respondents who utilized each resource finding it 

effective (see Figure 9). This was supported by the 

qualitative responses to this question, and mirrors 

existing research that faculty contact and social 

support systems are effective for AAPI students’ 

academic success.23,51 Given the extensive studies 

on the role of student-faculty engagement on 

student retention,53 particularly for underserved 

students,54 the relatively high percentage of 

respondents who indicated utilizing professors’ 

office hours is encouraging; efforts to facilitate 

increased interaction with faculty, whether through 

FIGURE 9. PERCENTAGE OF RESPONDENTS WHO FOUND UTILIZED ACADEMIC RESOURCES EFFECTIVE
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research projects or co-curricular initiatives, may 

thus be beneficial.

Of note is the effectiveness rating for academic 

advisors. While this was the second most-utilized 

academic resource (see Figure 8), 40.9 percent of 

the 2009 respondents and 34.6 percent of the 2011 

respondents found them ineffective - the lowest 

effectiveness rating of all academic resources. 

When asked to explain the reason they identified 

certain academic resources ineffective, the students’ 

most common response was a perceived lack of 

personalized focus by advisors. Instead, students 

want support systems that genuinely listen to them, 

care about them as individuals, and are intentional 

in developing personal relationships with them. 

Though this desire to be heard and understood 

from advisors and mentors may be common among 

many college students,104 including students of 

color,103 the unique experiences of the respondents 

and other AAPI students from lower-income and/or 

first-generation backgrounds may signal a need for 

more culturally-validating approaches to advising 

and mentoring on campuses. Collaborative efforts 

between academic and student affairs departments 

(e.g., multicultural affairs, residence life, counseling 

centers) may assist in addressing this need, 

particularly for institutions with limited financial 

and other resources.

Additional Support in 
Academic-Related Areas
When asked to indicate which academic-related 

areas they feel they need additional support, 

respondents from both the 2009 and 2011 needs 

assessment reported similar results; as such, the data 

will be reported in the aggregate (see Figure 10). 

Overall, students expressed high need for support in 

exploring options for graduate school, identifying 

research opportunities, and developing study skills; 

and moderate need for support in identifying study 

abroad opportunities, learning how to ask for help, 

balancing cultural and home expectations with 

academic life, and planning a curriculum of study.

FIGURE 10. PERCENTAGE OF SCHOLARS REPORTING 
ADDITIONAL SUPPORT IN ACADEMIC-RELATED 
AREAS, 2009 & 2011

*Only respondents in the 2011 assessment were asked this question

Seeking Academic 
Advice
Overall, respondents in both the 2009 and 2011 

samples were comfortable seeking academic advice 

from a variety of individuals, from peers and 

family to faculty and staff; more than two-thirds of 

respondents indicated they are comfortable reaching 

out to each entity for guidance (see Figure 11).
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FIGURE 11. PERCENTAGE OF RESPONDENTS 
COMFORTABLE SEEKING ACADEMIC ADVICE FROM 
VARIOUS RESOURCES, 2009 & 2011

Collectively and for all AAPI ethnic groups, the 

influence of classmates, upperclassmen, and graduate 

students is consistently high, suggesting the potential 

benefit and value of peer mentorship and like 

programs across the spectrum of the AAPI 

student population. While it is not unexpected 

that students in this report are most comfortable 

seeking advice from peers, the finding that 

parents and family members ranked lowest 

in the list may deserve additional attention. 

As detailed in the “Parent Involvement and 

Family Responsibilities” section of this report, 

a large majority of respondents believe that, 

while their parents and families are supportive 

of their educational interests, they may not 

fully understand what the college experience 

is like for their children. Given this gap in 

knowledge, common for parents and family 

of first-generation college students,55,56 and 

also compounded by limited English language 

abilities of parents in many immigrant AAPI 

families, it stands to reason that Scholars may 

not feel entirely comfortable seeking academic advice 

from their parents and family.

Interestingly, when disaggregated by AAPI ethnic 

group,	South	Asian/Desi	(73.3%)	and	Pacific	Islander	

(78.9%)	students	largely	feel	comfortable	seeking	

advice from parents and family and to a greater extent 

than	their	Southeast	Asian	(61.0%),	East	Asian	(63.1%,	

and	Filipino	(64.3%)	peers.	Though	the	sample	sizes	

for the former two groups were smaller than that 

of latter two, this difference in response is worth 

additional exploration. In addition, when responses 

are analyzed by gender (see Figure 12), the percentage 

of males in both the 2009 and 2011 samples that 

reported being comfortable seeking academic advice 

from advisors was approximately seven percent lower 

than	females	who	reported	the	same	(64.8%	versus	

71.0%	for	the	2009	respondents;	63.0%	vs.	70.0%	

for the 2011 respondents). More focused outreach to 

male students on behalf of advising offices, as well as 

encouraging male students to proactively seek out such 

resources, may thus be beneficial.

FIGURE 12. PERCENTAGE OF RESPONDENTS 
COMFORTABLE SEEKING ACADEMIC ADVICE FROM 
VARIOUS RESOURCES BY GENDER
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The effect of student involvement and engagement 

in educationally purposeful activities has been 

the subject of extensive study and research for 

decades, bolstered by the contributions of long-

time theorists in higher education57,58,59 and the 

annual reports generated by the National Survey 

of Student Engagement.60 Substantial evidence 

points to the positive impact and correlation of 

involvement and engagement in both academic and 

co-curricular activities has on students’ academic, 

cognitive, and psychosocial development,34,45 as well 

as retention and persistence.43,55,56,57,61,62,63,67 These 

effects even appear to be universal, benefiting all 

students regardless of racial and ethnic background 

or type of institution they attend,59 though students 

of color do not derive the same level of benefit 

from involvement and engagement as their White 

peers.64,65 As the purpose of this report was to 

assess the needs and experiences of scholarship 

recipients in higher education, the 2009 and 2011 

needs assessments looked into their involvement 

in co-curricular activities and leadership roles on 

campus.56,57,61,62,63,69 Though the data analysis in this 

report does not examine a correlation between 

student involvement and engagement on campus 

and retention, it would be worth future exploration 

for this particular student population.

On-Campus Involvement 
and Leadership
In examining the 2009 and 2011 datasets, the 

majority of respondents from both samples reported 

they were actively engaged in co-curricular activities 

on campus, with 92.4 percent (N=653) of the 

2009 sample and 85.6 percent (N=422) of Scholars 

from the 2011 sample reported involvement on 

campus. The data also illustrate that nearly half of 

the Scholars across both samples held at least one 

leadership	role	(48.5%	of	respondents	in	the	2009	

sample	and	46.7%	of	respondents	in	the	2011	

sample). Critical to note is the sample bias towards 

involvement in leadership activities given that the 

Scholars were selected to receive a scholarship in 

part for their active participation during high school 

years and continued commitment to being involved 

during college.56

For both the 2009 and 2011 samples, the most 

popular co-curricular activities of the Scholars’ 

identified involvement on campus included: 

community service, multicultural activities, 

academic support services and academic-based 

organizations; and the least popular activities were 

peer health education and student publications/

media (see Figure 13). Student government was also 

listed among one of the least reported activities in 

the	2009	sample	(9.0%)	than	in	the	2011	sample	

(13.3%).	The	lower	participation	rates	in	student	

publications/media, peer health education, and 

student government might explained in part by 

fewer positions available or students feeling less 

comfortable or interested in mainstream campus 

activities such as these. Furthermore, this finding 

could be reflective of the report’s sample, the 

majority being first-year students who may not yet 

be involved in activities such as student government, 

which tends to targets juniors and seniors in college. 

Additional activities identified by Scholars that 

CO-CURRICULAR 
LIFE
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are not displayed in Figure 13 and were ranked 

between the highest and lowest ranges of the 

reported data, included athletics, fraternity and 

sorority life, new student orientation, performing 

arts, and student activities/programming board. An 

important limitation to note is Scholars listed only 

co-curricular on-campus activities and may not have 

included co-curricular activities off-campus (e.g., 

internships, community-based involvement). It 

would be worth further exploration of on-campus 

and off-campus co-curricular involvement and 

engagement for this student population.

Co-Curricular Support
Both the 2009 and 2011 results reveal that Scholars 

were most interested in additional support to learn 

about and utilize the campus resources available to 

them, as well as ways to get more involved on their 

campuses (see Figure 14). This suggests the need 

for more targeted outreach to AAPI students to raise 

greater awareness about the types of co-curricular 

resources and opportunities that are available to 

them on their campuses.

FIGURE 14. PERCENTAGE OF SCHOLARS INTERESTED 
IN ADDITIONAL CO-CURRICULAR SUPPORT
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FIGURE 13. PERCENTAGE OF SCHOLARS INVOLVEMENT AND LEADERSHIP IN ON-CAMPUS ACTIVITIES
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Experiences Related  
to Social Identity
For college students, institutional context matters 

in the exploration, negotiation, and understanding 

of one’s social identities (e.g., race, ethnicity, 

gender, sexual orientation, religion, socioeconomic 

status).40 The development and saliency of multiple 

dimensions of social identities are informed 

by students’ demographic characteristics and 

their experiences over time and contexts. For 

underserved student populations in particular, the 

saliency of demographic characteristics has often 

times meant they have faced more difficulties in 

degree attainment.19

AAPI students’ risk factors for not completing 

college include low socioeconomic status, parents’ 

education, being an English language learner, 

immigrant or refugee status, limited family 

support and guidance, unwelcoming institutional 

climate, and the model minority stereotype.20,21 

It is thus not surprising, given their demographic 

profile, that Scholars reported experiencing 

challenges feeling connected to the overall campus 

community due to various dimensions of their 

social identities—the two most prominent of 

which were race or ethnicity and socioeconomic 

status (see Figure 15). The lower percentages 

for sexual orientation and disability might be 

explained by such factors as: a lower number 

of students feeling this aspect of their identity 

was salient to them at the time of the survey, or 

a stigma associated with sexual orientation and 

disability causing students discomfort with public 

disclosure of those aspects of identity.

Of those who indicated experiencing challenges in 

feeling connected to the overall campus community 

due to various dimensions of their social identities, 

at least 60 percent of respondents from both 

samples agreed or strongly agreed that they knew 

what campus resources are available to support 

them, and that the resources have been effective in 

supporting their self-identified needs. It is important 

to note that the term “effective” was subject to 

interpretation by respondents; hence opinions 

regarding what effective meant to each Scholar may 

have varied.

FIGURE 15. PERCENTAGE OF SCHOLARS WHO REPORTED EXPERIENCING CHALLENGES WITH CONNECTING TO 
OVERALL CAMPUS COMMUNITY BASED ON DIMENSIONS OF SOCIAL IDENTITY
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Research on college student leadership development 

demonstrates that the leadership experiences of 

AAPI students warrant additional study,70 as relevant 

findings for this student population have been 

inconclusive. While AAPI students tend to score 

lower than students of other racial backgrounds on 

many dimensions of socially responsible leadership,71 

evidence indicates that AAPI students’ capacity for 

this type of leadership may be influenced by their 

leadership self-efficacy, or assessment of their own 

capabilities for leadership.70 Some studies also suggest 

that Asian American students may not readily associate 

themselves with the label of “leader”,72,73 while 

others assert that utilizing a transformative leadership 

lens (i.e., relational, collaborative leadership that 

effects social change) allows leadership orientations 

and behaviors among Asian American students to be 

discerned more clearly.56,74,75 It is evident that this is 

an area rich in opportunity for further research.

To ascertain the leadership development needs of 

APIASF and GMS scholarship recipients, respondents 

were asked to indicate the leadership skills which 

they felt they needed additional practice or 

training. Answer choices were loosely based on the 

values of the Social Change Model of Leadership 

Development,76 and respondents could select as 

many choices as were applicable. Because the results 

from both the 2009 and 2011 needs assessment 

samples were strikingly similar, they are discussed 

together in summary.

The skills most frequently selected by respondents 

as ones in which they desire and need additional 

practice or training fall within the following 

categories: public speaking, teamwork, motivating 

and mobilizing others for action, conflict resolution, 

and community building. The skills that respondents 

did not select as frequently include: identifying 

personal values, establishing shared goals and 

common purpose, active listening, and empathy 

(see Figure 16).

These findings suggest that respondents desire 

opportunities to develop skills in areas largely 

associated with group dynamics and collaboration with 

others (e.g., teamwork, community building, conflict 

resolution, motivating and mobilizing others); at the 

same time, they appear less interested in opportunities 

to practice skills focused on one’s self and how one 

relates to others (e.g., identifying personal values, 

active listening, empathy). Whether these responses are 

indicative of the skills that students believe they already 

possess, they need or want, or simply ones they deem 

LEADERSHIP 
DEVELOPMENT
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valuable and important, is open to interpretation and 

warrant additional study.

It may be interesting to note that, when 

disaggregated by gender, the percentages in both 

the 2009 and 2011 samples were comparable for all 

response choices, save a few. Those that did yield 

a distinct difference in responses by gender are 

illustrated in Figure 17.

In both needs assessments, male respondents 

indicated a greater need for additional training in 

active listening skills than their female peers. In 

the 2011 needs assessment, males also indicated a 

greater need for additional training in empathy and 

conflict resolution skills than females, while female 

respondents expressed a greater need for additional 

training in identifying personal values. Further 

research is needed to identify whether the reasons 

for these differences are grounded in cultural or 

gender norms, a combination of both, or other 

factors altogether.

Analyses by AAPI ethnic group found that Filipino, 

South Asian/Desi, and Pacific Islander students 

in the 2009 sample all ranked mobilizing others 

for action as the skill in which they most desire 

additional training; in contrast, their East and 

Southeast Asian peers identified a greater need for 

training in public speaking and building effective 

teams. In addition, Filipino and Pacific Islander 

students in both the 2009 and 2011 samples 

expressed a greater need in conflict resolution 

training than their counterparts. These results 

warrant examination in greater depth in future 

studies, to better discern whether cultural factors are 

influencing these differences.

2009 2011
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FIGURE 16. LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT NEEDS OF 2009 AND 2011 RESPONDENTS
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The effect and impact of college on students’ 

development along a variety of dimensions,59 

including the development of identity and a sense 

of self,77 has been well documented. A substantive 

volume of research on undergraduate students and 

self-efficacy, defined as the level of confidence an 

individual has in his or her ability to perform a 

certain task,78 has centered on the areas of academic 

adjustment and performance,79,80,81 retention and 

persistence,82 college outcomes and success,83 and 

career decision-making.84 While self-efficacy among 

AAPI students has not been studied extensively 

within the higher education literature, Gloria 

and Ho23 found a positive relationship between 

self-beliefs (which they defined as a combination 

of self-efficacy and self-esteem) and academic 

persistence for a diverse group of Asian American 

undergraduates. Collectively, the results of the 

needs assessment data point to the influential role 

self-efficacy plays in the educational and career 

exploration experiences of college students.

As a starting point for understanding APIASF and 

GMS scholarship recipients’ awareness of self, 

respondents were asked to rate their knowledge 

of personal strengths and areas of improvement, 

level of know-how related to personal growth, 

knowledge of their own desired outcomes of the 

college experience, and level of know-how related 

to achieving their desired outcomes. 

In regards to personal strengths, a large majority 

of respondents in both datasets (combined in 

Figure 18) are not only aware of their strengths 

but also report that they know how to develop 

them. However, approximately 40 percent of 

Scholars overall indicated a lack of knowledge of 

how to address their personal challenges and areas 

of improvement, though the large majority of 

respondents in both samples are able to identify 

what those areas are (see Figure 19).

About 75 percent of respondents in both samples 

know what they want out of their college 

experience (see Figure 20). When asked whether 

they know how to achieve what they desire from 

their college experience, though, just over 40 

percent of respondents reported they did not (see 

Figure 20).

SELF-AWARENESS 
AND GOALS

6.8% 

3.1% 

22.0% 

14.4% 

71.2% 

82.5% 

I know how to continue developing and 
enhancing my strengths 

I know what my strengths are 

Strongly Disagree/Disagree Neutral Strongly Agree/Agree 

FIGURE 18. PERCENTAGE OF RESPONDENTS WHO ARE AWARE OF THEIR PERSONAL STRENGTHS
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Together, these three sets of data indicate that, in 

general, respondents possess a degree of self-

awareness and understanding of what skills they 

need to seek during their time in college. However, 

guidance and support for students in exploring 

and identifying their strengths, challenges, and 

goals for their undergraduate experience may still 

be warranted, given that a substantial percentage of 

respondents remained neutral or expressed a lack 

of knowledge and understanding in these domains. 

This finding is perhaps not surprising, given 

that a majority of respondents identify as first-

generation college students; as such, intentional 

efforts to assist these and other AAPI students with 

identifying specific resources and strategies to 

achieve their college goals may be of benefit to this 

student population.

There is great potential for further study and 

analysis within this area, particularly in examining 

potential differences among AAPI ethnic groups, 

between first-generation students and students 

whose families attended college, and between male 

and female students, among others. In doing so, 

programs and services may be more specifically 

tailored to the unique needs of these populations, 

rendering them more effective in supporting 

students’ success in college.

Strongly Disagree/Disagree Neutral Strongly Agree/Agree 
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31.5% 

12.0% 

58.4% 
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I know how to address these challenges and areas 
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improvement are 
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FIGURE 19. PERCENTAGE OF RESPONDENTS WHO ARE AWARE OF THEIR PERSONAL CHALLENGES AND AREAS 
OF IMPROVEMENT

FIGURE 20. PERCENTAGE OF RESPONDENTS WHO ARE AWARE OF WHAT THEY WANT TO GET OUT OF THEIR 
COLLEGE EXPERIENCE
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I know that my parents truly care and want to be involved 
with my college education, but there are so many barriers on 
an institutional level that prohibit them from supporting me 
effectively. They have discouraged me to continue my studies in 
higher education. A lot of the time, they tell me that it would be 
too long for them to be able to see me graduate. Being the only 
source of income in the family, I know that reaching my dreams 
of higher education is truly challenging. Being in this situation 
is very difficult for me because as much as I want to continue 
pursuing my educational goals, I have to take into account of the 
financial support I need to provide them, and how I can do that 
by going to work instead of going to school. My parents do not 
have any formal education in the United States, thus, they are 
impacted with barriers at many levels that have limited them to 
be able to support me academically. At times, they tend to have 
accusations or blames toward my unsuccessful performance 
in school. However, I know the circumstances that my family 
and I am in relate to many other disadvantaged students on 
a systematic level, so I continually try to seek guidance from 
faculty, advisers, and mentors to find resolutions. 

– APIASF Scholar, Senior, 2011 Survey Respondent

AAPI students are often faced with negotiating a 

balance of cultural norms, expectations, and family 

values stemming from home and ethnic community, 

and the cultural standards experienced at college and 

in mainstream society.85 Literature demonstrates that 

this difficulty in balancing cultural norms and family 

values is intensified for AAPI students.23,25,86,87,88,89 

For many AAPI students receiving parental support 

for their educational and professional decisions, this 

support can be influential on their success. Though this 

parental support is often encouraging and supportive, 

at times, it may contribute to pressure on students to 

make academic and career decisions that may not be 

best suited for their needs (e.g., selecting a major that 

do not fit their interest).95

In many Asian cultures, family reputation and 

integrity are strongly emphasized, often creating 

feelings of pressure for children who feel compelled 

to maintain these familial expectations.25,90 

For some Asian American students, a sense of 

obligation to uphold these culture-specific familial 

expectations stems from parental encouragement 

and sacrifice.25,91 Similarly, family encouragement 

for Native Hawaiian and Pacific Islander students 

also influences their success and is described as a 

“protective factor” for these students’ retention 

in school.88,89 From a cultural lens, AAPI students’ 

parental perceptions on their educational and 

professional trajectories may be influenced by, but 

not limited to, the nature of healthy parent-child 

relationships,92 the proper boundaries of gender 

roles,93 the degree of independence that children 

PARENT 
INVOLVEMENT 
AND FAMILY 
RESPONSIBILITIES
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should be given,85 and the significance of selected 

educational paths.94 With many of these AAPI college 

students coming from backgrounds of financial 

need and being the first in the family to attend 

college, access to social and cultural capital can be 

limited, which can ultimately play a role in higher 

education persistence and degree completion.

This section of the report offers insights into 

how Scholars perceived parental support of their 

educational and professional interests as well as 

their perceptions on fulfilling family responsibilities 

while enrolled in school.

Parental Support of 
Scholars’ Educational & 
Professional Interests
The majority of Scholars stated that their parents or 

guardians have been supportive of their educational 

and professional interests. Just over 82 percent 

of Scholars in both the 2009 and 2011 samples 

indicated that their parents were supportive of their 

educational interests, and 73 percent strongly agreed 

or agreed that their parents were supportive of their 

professional interests (see Figure 21). It is important 

to note that the term “supportive” was subject 

to interpretation by respondents; hence opinions 

regarding what supportive meant to each Scholar 

may have varied.

Overall, the majority of Scholars reported they 

were satisfied with their parental support in their 

educational	(77%)	and	professional	(70.7%)	

interests (see Figure 21). Though perceived to be 

supportive, Scholars were split on whether or not 

they felt their parents understood what the college 

experience is like. Thirty-seven percent reported 

their parents did not understand while 39 percent 

reported their parents did understand. A fourth 

(24.2%)	of	the	Scholars	were	neutral	on	this	score	

(see Figure 21). Notable is the 37 percent who 

perceived their parents as not understanding their 

experiences in college; of the 2011 sample, half 

(or	18%	overall)	of	those	who	perceived	that	their	

parents did not understand their experience were 

first-generation college going students.

When asked to explain through open-ended 

responses what they would ideally like their 

parent or guardian’s involvement to be in terms 

of their education and professional career, the 

most common responses were for their parents 

to be supportive of their decisions and interests, 

understand their college experience, be accessible 

for advice and resources, and be more open-minded 

toward various areas of study and different career 

options. For a small percentage of these Scholars 

(less	than	5%),	there	was	an	indication	that	certain	

barriers faced by their parents, including limited 

English language proficiency, financial limitations/

obligations, and having not attended a higher 

education institution themselves, inhibited the 

ideal type of support they desired. Though a 

similar percentage of first-generation and non-

first generation college going Scholars in the 2011 

sample indicated that their parents understood their 

college experience, it is important to consider for 

future research whether their parents attended a 

postsecondary institution in another country besides 

the U.S. Furthermore, an assessment of their level 

of knowledge on the American higher education 

system may provide insights on how this knowledge 

base informs the nature of their engagement in their 

child’s college experience and success. 

Currently I have improved my time management skills 
to balance between school, work, and taking care of 
family. I know that I cannot miss a heartbeat if I want to 
be successful in completing a college education while 
balancing familial issues. I always utilize all the resources 
I have on campus to gain the study skills in my courses as 
well as to control of my emotions when faced with adversity. 
I strongly believe that the challenges and circumstances I 
faced have greatly shaped me into a mature individual.

– APIASF Scholar, Senior, 2011 Survey Respondent
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Family Responsibilities
A	large	percentage	of	Scholars	(60.3%	of	the	

2009	respondents	and	61.8%	of	the	2011	

respondents) reported they were committed to 

family responsibilities while enrolled in school. 

When asked if respondents were able to effectively 

balance family responsibilities with their school 

commitments,	the	majority	of	Scholars	(64.3%	in	

2009	and	67.5%	in	2011)	indicated	they	were	able	

to do so, though nearly 11 percent indicated that 

they were not. Amongst these Scholars, the most 

commonly reported desired needs were: receiving 

guidance/resources on balancing competing 

priorities (e.g., family and their studies) and having 

more financial stability and access to financial 

literacy resources. This supports existing literature 

on the educational experiences of low-income, first-

generation students.20,21,22

FIGURE 21. PERCENTAGE OF SCHOLARS REPORTING ON PARENTAL SUPPORT FOR THEIR EDUCATIONAL 
AND PROFESSIONAL INTERESTS, 2009 & 2011
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This section highlights implications for researchers, 

higher education administrators, and educators 

working with academically motivated, leadership-

driven low-income Asian American and Pacific 

Islander (AAPI) students.

Implications for 
Practice
1. Low-income AAPI scholarship recipients 
are likely to be unaware of or underutilize 
academic resources on campus.

Recommendation #1A: Conduct focused outreach 

to increase awareness and utilization of academic 

resources. We recommend tailored outreach to this 

population regarding the existence of academic 

resources, such as tutoring, writing, federal TRIO/

Student Support Services and other support services 

on campus to increase awareness and normalize the 

utilization of academic resources.

Recommendation #1B: Enhance academic and 

personal advising and support to validate the 

individualized experience of students. What is 

apparent from this report is that academically 

motivated, leadership-driven low-income and 

first-generation AAPI students want support systems 

that are genuine and intentional in developing 

personal relationships with advisors and mentors 

who actively listen and offer culturally-validating 

guidance pertinent to their needs and experiences. 

Cultural competency training for campus staff and 

faculty working with these students is important for 

higher education institutions to consider. Programs 

such as the federal AANAPISI grant program can 

be critical sources of funding and resources for 

campuses to create culturally validating services for 

these students, including opportunities for relevant 

cultural competency training for staff and faculty.1

Recommendation #1C: Offer peer mentoring 

programs that intentionally engage underserved 

AAPI students. With peers being a critical resource 

for AAPI scholarship recipients in this report, it 

warrants higher education administrators, staff, and 

faculty and other education organizations supporting 

these underserved AAPI students to consider the 

value of peer mentoring in these students’ access to 

knowledge and the facilitation of their success.

2. Low-income AAPI scholarship recipients are 
likely to experience challenges connecting to 
their campus communities based on their race, 
ethnicity, and socioeconomic status, among other 
identities (e.g., sexual orientation, disability).

Recommendation #2: Continue to foster cultural 

inclusivity on campuses through curricular and 

co-curricular programs and resources. Many of 

the students who leveraged campus resources, 

particularly at a time when they were faced with 

IMPLICATIONS 
AND 
CONCLUSION
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challenges associated with aspects of their social 

identities, found these resources to be effective. 

Institutions should continue to create new initiatives 

and enhance existing programs that explicitly 

outreach to students who identify as AAPI and/or 

from lower-income backgrounds and that contribute 

to a campus climate that is affirming of their needs 

and experiences. Minority-serving institutions 

(MSIs), such as AANAPISIs, are prominent 

examples of how higher education institutions 

have successfully leveraged federal funding to foster 

cultural inclusivity on campus amongst students 

and administrators as well to support specific 

campus programs, services, and resources that 

directly respond to the needs of particular student 

populations, such as underserved AAPI students.1

3. Low-income AAPI scholarship recipients 
are likely to have financial, personal, or other 
obligations to family while in college, and feel 
unable to turn to family for effective support 
and guidance.

Recommendation #3: Offer increased guidance 

and resources to low-income and first-generation 

AAPI students and their families. While federal 

TRIO/Student Support Services exist on many 

campuses as a resource for students of these 

backgrounds, we propose increased collaborations 

across campus offices (e.g., admissions, financial 

aid, parent/family affairs, multicultural affairs, and 

the career and counseling centers). Fostering more 

culturally-responsive and validating support systems 

for low-income and first-generation AAPI students 

in areas such as: (i) balancing family responsibilities 

and school commitments, (ii) financial literacy 

and support, (iii) exploring educational and 

career options, and (iv) navigating the transition 

to the college experience is critical to effectively 

supporting their needs and experiences.

4. Low-income AAPI scholarship recipients with 
demonstrated leadership abilities continue to 
be involved in co-curricular activities through 
participation and leadership roles on campus.

Recommendation #4: Boost leadership training for 

students who are actively involved in co-curricular 

activities on campus or fulfill a leadership role. We 

recommend enhancing training for leadership skill 

development for underserved AAPI students around 

group dynamics and collaboration, particularly 

in areas such as public speaking, teamwork, and 

mobilizing others for action. Effectively preparing 

underserved AAPI students for professional success 

after college through leadership training is critical 

to reducing barriers these students often face when 

entering the workforce. Furthermore, understanding 

how AAPI student involvement in leadership 

activities on campus translates into leadership 

skills and roles in their careers is an important 

consideration for enhancing on-campus leadership 

training for students.

Implications for 
Research
The findings of both the 2009 and 2011 APIASF 

needs assessments reported here indicate a need 

for further in-depth research and understanding 

of underserved AAPI students’ higher education 

experiences. These snapshots into the experiences 

of academically-motivated, leadership-driven low-

income AAPI scholarship recipients highlight several 

areas for such continued research.

1. There is a definitive need to disaggregate the 

data by demographic factors, including, but 

not limited to ethnicity, gender, social class, 

generation status, and immigration status, for the 

purposes of assessment and program outcomes. 

There is limited existing research that examines 

the experiences of AAPI college students and the 

interplay among ethnic background/cultural 

values, social class, and gender in college success at 

the national level. Although ethnic and gender data 

were not analyzed holistically across all sections of 

this report, there is a value in doing so to identify 

cultural nuances for AAPI students. Understanding 

the intersections of these numerous demographic 
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factors can offer a more nuanced glimpse into the 

diverse experiences of underserved AAPI students 

on campus, which can ultimately inform higher 

education program development and priorities to 

effectively support this student population.

2. Examining a correlation between student 

involvement and engagement on campus and 

retention of underserved AAPI college students 

is worth future exploration. Substantial evidence 

points to the positive impact that involvement and 

engagement in both academic and co-curricular 

activities has on students’ academic, cognitive 

and psychosocial development, 34,45 as well as 

retention and persistence.43,55,56,57,61,62,63,67 This 

report highlights that a majority of the Scholars 

were involved on campus in co-curricular 

activities and nearly half were involved in a 

leadership role. However, the scope of the report 

did not allow for examination of the influence of 

engagement on campus on student persistence 

and retention, among other student development 

and learning outcomes, thus signaling a need 

for further research in this area. Gaining more 

insights on this topic may facilitate and bolster 

programs that service underserved AAPI students 

in the co-curricular realm.

3. Further study into underserved AAPI students’ 

know-how around getting what they want 

out of college is warranted. With these 

students being more likely to be unaware of or 

underutilize academic and other resources on 

campus, there is room for examination of what 

these students need in order to achieve their 

desired outcomes of their collegiate experiences. 

That nearly a third of students were neutral in 

response regarding their know-how around 

getting what they want out of college, and an 

additional 10 percent indicating they did not 

possess this knowledge, suggests an uncertainty 

around navigating the landscape of the college 

experience. More research is needed to inform 

the creation and enhancement of intentional 

targeted outreach services for this population.

4. Exploring the contexts in which underserved 

AAPI students are functioning while enrolled 

in school may also lend insights into how 

better to support them. Considerations of the 

types of institutions AAPI students attend, as well 

as whether they live on campus or commute to 

school, are important factors to keep in mind, 

as these contexts matter in student satisfaction, 

engagement, persistence, and retention. Though 

this report did not examine types of institutions 

attended, future research should explore AAPI 

student experiences in the institutional contexts 

of public versus private, two-year versus four-year, 

and for-profit and non-profit. Given the variations 

in institutional mission, budgets, degrees offered, 

size of enrollment, and resources on campus, 

these students’ needs, interests, and experiences 

may vary. Furthermore, based on results from this 

report, with at least 60 percent of Scholars having 

commitments to family responsibilities while 

enrolled in school, it would also be important to 

examine underserved AAPI students’ time spent 

meeting family responsibilities. Of importance 

would be to further explore the experiences 

of those who live on-campus that travel home 

from school to fulfill family responsibilities and 

those who live at home and commute to school. 

Information gleaned from this type of research can 

be informative for student services (e.g., commuter 

services, academic centers) to better support 

underserved AAPI students.

Conclusion
Given the increased number of AAPIs who 

experienced poverty in the U.S. over the past decade6

and the anticipated 35 percent growth of AAPI 

students enrolling in college over the next decade,1 

attention must be paid to this student population 

in order to effectively support their educational, 

professional, and personal success. AAPIs are often 

marginalized in education services, misrepresented 

in broader education research due to aggregation 

of data, and overlooked in education policies that 
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may benefit them. These challenges perpetuate a 

misunderstanding of the needs of AAPI students in 

higher education. For this reason, a more accurate 

understanding of the AAPI student experience in 

higher education through disaggregation of student 

data by demographic factors96 (e.g., ethnicity, 

socioeconomic status, etc.), coupled with an 

intentional investment of funding and resources 

to support this population, are critically needed to 

increase college access, promote degree attainment, 

and advance leadership development.

The information gained from these two needs 

assessment surveys provide the foundation for 

APIASF’s evidence-based programs and will 

continue to inform the organization’s work moving 

forward. The key findings on the experiences of 

academically motivated, leadership-driven low-

income AAPI scholarship recipients shared in 

this report will help inform the ongoing higher 

education dialogue and the work of practitioners 

at campuses around the U.S. and the Pacific Islands. 

This report emphasizes that underserved AAPI 

student populations are in need of: (i) outreach by 

academic and co-curricular campus resources, (ii) 

culturally validating advising and personal support, 

(iii) mentoring programs, and (iv) continued 

support toward fostering their leadership 

development on campus. These conclusions are 

supported in practice by the successes of APIASF’s 

portfolio of student and alumni programs, as well 

as the numerous campus-based student support 

services and initiatives created through AANAPISI 

grant funding—demonstrating the value and 

impact of investing in this student population.

As APIASF continues its work beyond scholarship 

support to mobilize resources, educate stakeholders, 

and support institutional capacity, this report will 

serve to accelerate impact for America’s fastest 

growing community. As one of the Social Impact 

Exchange’s S&I 100 most socially impactful 

organizations in the U.S., APIASF has demonstrated 

success in making a difference for students, with 

more than 80 percent of the first three cohorts of 

scholarship recipients becoming college graduates. 

A holistic model of change focused on measurable 

outcomes and data, helps ensure that APIASF will be 

able to continue making a difference for not only 

scholarship recipients, but all AAPI students, their 

families and communities.
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The APIASF Scholar Perspectives: A National Report on the 

Needs and Experiences of Low-Income Asian American and Pacific 

Islander Scholarship Recipients is a crucial publication 

for those working with underserved AAPI students 

pursuing a postsecondary credential or degree. This 

report provides a voice for those AAPI students who 

are frequently overlooked and it opens the door to 

understanding the higher education experiences 

of underserved AAPI students. It adds critical 

information to the body of knowledge about an 

important segment of the underserved AAPI college 

student population—low-income students with 

academic motivations and leadership potential. It is 

also indicative of the great opportunities for further 

research. This publication highlights the necessity 

for greater insight into (i) the needs of underserved, 

low-income and first generation AAPI students, and 

(ii) the services and programs that would best lead 

to their success.

For many AAPIs who are low-income and/or 

the first in their families to attend college, the 

challenges of adult life—balancing work, family 

and relationships—do not begin after earning a 

postsecondary credential or degree or with the start 

of a career. Instead they begin well before these 

students enter college. Many underserved AAPI 

students work and therefore manage commitments 

related to their jobs. They are navigating their way 

through the college experience—many being the 

first in their family to pursue higher education, 

while factoring in their parents, who may not 

necessarily completely understand the demands and 

expectations placed on college students in general. 

Furthermore, these students often have to fulfill 

responsibilities that require them to support their 

family emotionally, linguistically and financially.

For many low-income and first-generation college 

going AAPI students, misunderstandings and 

stereotypes about their experiences and needs result 

not only in academic challenges, but also in increased 

barriers to leadership and future career success. 

Not every AAPI fits the “well-educated”, “well-off” 

and “well-adjusted” typecast. Misinterpretations, 

misperceptions, and misunderstandings about AAPIs 

continue to endure, and these perceptions impact 

education policies and practices catered towards 

supporting these communities.

Though the AAPI community represents a range of 

socioeconomic statuses, the national education dialogue 

on AAPIs typically narrows in on those that are wealthy 

while everyone else remains invisible, particularly those 

AAPIs that come from low-income backgrounds. It is 

well documented and widely reported that the U.S. is 

becoming increasingly more diverse not only ethnically, 

but also across socioeconomic stratifications. In some 

states, Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders make up a 

significant portion of a minority-majority population. 

This is the changing demography of the U.S. and in 

order to thrive we must respond by developing skilled 

and effective leadership within AAPI communities. 

This is the role and responsibility of leaders, such as 

policymakers, researchers and advocates looking to 

the future for AAPI students and the community. The 

more we know and can learn about underserved AAPI 

students, and their needs, challenges and pressures, 

the more we can all help to create meaningful and 

impactful change for them.  This report is an important 

contribution towards understanding this constituent of 

AAPI students.

Linda Akutagawa 

President and CEO, Leadership Education  

for Asian Pacifics Inc. (LEAP)

CLOSING
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Asian East Asian Chinese 
 Iwo Jiman
 Japanese
 Korean
 Okinawan
 Taiwanese

Filipino Filipino

Other Asian Burmese
 Indonesian
 Malaysian
 Singaporean
 Thai

South Asian / Desi Bangladeshi
 Bhutanese
 Indian
 Maldivian
 Nepalese
 Pakistani
 Sri Lankan

Southeast Asian Cambodian
 Hmong
 Laotian
 Mien
 Montagnard
 Vietnamese

Native Hawaiian and  Native Hawaiian and Native Hawaiian
Pacific Islander Pacific Islander (NHPI) Carolinian

 Chamorro/Guamanian
 Chuukese
 Fijian
 Gilbertese
 I-Kiribati
 Kosraean
 Maori
 Mariana Islander
 Marshallese
 Niue Islander
 Ni-Vanuatu
 Palauan
 Papua New Guinean
 Pohnpeian
 Saipanese
 Samoan
 Solomon Islander
 Tahitian
 Tokelauan
 Tongan
 Yapese

Mixed Race Mixed Race Identified with multiple racial categories as defined by the OMB standards 

Multiethnic Asian American Multiethnic AAPI Identified with multiple ethnicities within one racial category 
and Pacific Islander (AAPI)

Other Race or Ethnicity Other Identified with a race or ethnicity outside of the  
 OMB-defined Asian race and Native Hawaiian and Pacific Islander race

Note. The Asian American and Native Hawaiian and Pacific Islander categories and ethnicities align with the Office of Management and Budget 
(OMB) 1997 standards used in racial data collection by the U.S. Census Bureau in 2010. The authors have added mixed race, multiethnic AAPI, and 
other race or ethnicity to this table.

APPENDIX A
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The criteria listed below represents the baseline 

requirements for applicants to be eligible for APIASF 

scholarships.

•	 Be	of	Asian	and/or	Pacific	Islander	ethnicity	as	

defined by the U.S. Census

•	 Be	a	citizen,	national	or	legal	permanent	resident of	

the U.S. Citizens of the Freely Associated States

•	 Be	enrolling	in	a	U.S.	accredited	college	or	

university as a full-time, degree-seeking student in 

the upcoming academic year

•	 Must	apply	for	federal	financial	aid	using	the	Free	

Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA)

•	 Have	a	minimum	cumulative	GPA	of	2.7	on	a	4.0	

scale (unweighted) or have earned a GED

The APIASF scholarship awards range from 

$2,500–$10,000. Of these, some APIASF awards are 

one-time scholarships, while others are multi-year 

scholarships. Furthermore, some APIASF awards are 

co-branded donor scholarships that have additional 

eligibility criteria based upon specific donor 

requirements (i.e., certain academic majors, specific 

geographic region). The number of co-branded 

APIASF scholarship awards vary year-to-year.

The criteria listed below represents the baseline 

requirements for applicants to be eligible for 

scholarships from the Gates Millennium Scholars 

Program.

•	 Be	of	African	American,	American	Indian/Alaska	

Native, Asian American or Pacific Islander, or Hispanic 

American ethnicity as defined by the U.S. Census

•	 Be	a	citizen,	national	or	legal	permanent	resident of	

the U.S. Citizens of the Freely Associated States may 

apply

•	 Be	enrolling	in	a	U.S.	accredited	college	or	

university as a full-time, first-year, degree-seeking 

student in the upcoming academic year

•	 Must	apply	for	federal	financial	aid	using	the	Free	

Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA)

•	 Have	a	minimum	cumulative	GPA	of	3.3	on	a	4.0	

scale (unweighted) or have earned a GED

•	 Meet	the	federal	Pell	Grant	eligibility	criteria

•	 Demonstrated	leadership	abilities	through	

participation in community service, extracurricular 

or other activities

The GMS scholarship awards are allocated based on 

the individual’s amount of unmet need and self-help 

aid costs.

APPENDIX B
Asian & Pacific Islander American Scholarship Fund 
(APIASF) Scholarship Program Eligibility Requirements

Gates Millennium Scholars (GMS)  
Program Eligibility Requirements
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