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Introduction



In north-western Sydney, Australia, an unassuming-looking suburban high school is about to make headlines, again. It’s the day that results are released for the Higher School Certificate (HSC), the exam that caps thirteen years of schooling for high school graduates. James Ruse Agricultural High School tops the state—as it has done every year for more than twenty years. Again, no other school comes close. The vast majority of James Ruse exams score in the highest academic band. Located in an unremarkable suburban setting, and even surrounded by paddocks and vegetable gardens (a product of its curious status as an agricultural school), ‘Ruse’ has become the unassailable educational powerhouse of Sydney.


According to the Sydney Morning Herald, the school’s ‘secret weapon’ is that its students are overwhelmingly of Asian origin.1 The official statistics record that 97 per cent of the school’s students are from a Language Background Other Than English (LBOTE),2 including from Chinese, Vietnamese, Korean, Indian and Sri Lankan backgrounds. Students here are proud to live up to the stereotype of the ‘overachieving Asian nerd’. In the 2016 HSC, Ruse students topped the state in Chemistry, Economics, Information Processes and Technology, and Mathematics Extension 2.3


James Ruse is a public selective high school, one of almost fifty (fully and partially selective) around New South Wales. Other Australian states also have selective schools, though in much smaller numbers. Victoria has four fully selective schools, Queensland three, and Western Australia one. Entry to these schools is determined by an extremely competitive test, for which students train for months, sometimes years. Designed for gifted students, the schools attract an elite student cohort. It’s no surprise that they dominate the annual high school certificate leader boards. In 2018, eight of the top ten schools in NSW were selective high schools.4


Almost all the fully selective schools in NSW and Victoria are heavily dominated by Asian-Australian students, who typically comprise 80 or 90 per cent, or more, of the student population.5 This is remarkable given that overall, just over 12 per cent of Australians claim an Asian ancestry.6 Even in multicultural Sydney and Melbourne, there are no suburbs where residents from an Asian background form a majority. Yet virtually all the top selective schools in metropolitan Sydney, including James Ruse, North Sydney Girls and Boys High, Sydney Girls and Boys High and others, feature a majority Asian-Australian student cohort. The situation is echoed in Melbourne at Mac.Robertson Girls High, Melbourne High and the other selective schools.


The over-representation of Asian-Australians in selective schools is mirrored in their disproportionate success in standardised tests. In NSW and Victoria, Asian names are conspicuous in annual Year 12 merit lists. Students from East Asian backgrounds outperform others in tests such as NAPLAN (National Assessment Plan—Literacy and Numeracy) and PISA (Programme for International Student Assessment) tests.7 And at university, students from Asian backgrounds are often concentrated in prestigious courses.8


The educational success of Asian migrant children is also evident in other Western countries such as the US and the UK, where they similarly outperform other groups in standardised tests, dominate high-achieving secondary schools, and have higher rates of university attendance.9 In New York City, for instance, the ethnic profile of the city’s elite specialised high schools is a regular topic of media debate, with critics alleging that African-American and Latino-American students are shut out of this prestigious system.10 In 2017, more than half (53 per cent) of newly admitted students were of Asian descent.11


In Australia, selective schools are distinguished not only by their ethnic profile, but also by their social class profile. Well-resourced families overwhelmingly dominate the top selective schools. James Ruse Agricultural High School is the third most socio-educationally advantaged high school in NSW, with more than 80 per cent of its students drawn from the top quartile of socio-educational advantage. Of the twenty most socio-educationally advantaged high schools in NSW, eleven are selective schools.12 Most are in middle-class suburbs of Sydney, with seven in the wealthy northern suburbs. Of the remaining nine schools in the top twenty, virtually all are prestigious high-fee private schools. The pattern is also evident in Victoria, though to a slightly lesser degree. On average, 64 per cent of Victorian selective school students are drawn from the top quartile of socio-educational advantage.13 Three of the four selective schools are located in suburbs with above-average incomes.


Being public schools, selectives have minimal school fees. They were originally designed to be open to any gifted student; however, the competition for spaces within them has meant that only children from families who have invested heavily in their education now have a chance of being admitted. The visibility of selective school communities’ ethnic profile means that these class-based dynamics are much less discussed.14 Australian public debates about the selective system have focused largely on ethnicity, the parenting styles of Asian migrants, and the consequences of these parenting styles for the education system, including increased competition and pressure on young people.


Australian media interest in ‘Asian high achievers’ developed after 2009, when it was apparent that Asian countries dominated the global PISA league tables.15 Around the same time, the Australian Government’s My School website began publishing data on the demographic profile of all schools in Australia, allowing researchers and the public to compare the ethnic breakdown of schools in different regions and sectors.


These debates have occurred in a broader context of a growing geo-political interest in all things Asian, encapsulated in the Australian Government’s 2012 white paper Australia in the Asian Century. This paper urged Australians to become ‘more Asia-literate and Asia-capable’ in order to benefit from the ‘transformation of the Asian region into the economic powerhouse of the world’.16 In this context, knowledge of Asian languages and cultures, and possession of Asian social and economic networks, are increasingly seen as assets. Being a person of Asian heritage has acquired a new significance.17


The economic success of Asia and the educational success of key Asian countries have piqued public interest in high-achieving Asian-background students in Australian schools. Admirers see the children of Asian migrants as perfect students: aspirational, studious and compliant. Their hard work and success are held up as a model for others, particularly other ethnic minorities and ‘lazy’ Australian-born students. In my interviews with parents, some confided that they prefer to send their children to schools with students from Asian backgrounds rather than other students seen as underachieving or ‘rough’, including those from Lebanese and Pacific Islander backgrounds.18 In the US context, Louie writes, ‘Asian Americans have been typified as a model minority, one that can supposedly offer lessons to everyone, but especially to other racial minorities, native and immigrant, on how to achieve upward mobility in today’s America.’19 In Australia, I have previously analysed the promeritocratic and neoliberal ideologies underpinning much of the praise for high-achieving Asian-Australian students. Their success, it is argued, is a testament to the openness of Australian society, while showing all of us the hard work and enterprise needed for success in a globalised world.20


However, others see a dark side, symbolised in the figure of the pushy ‘tiger mother’, obsessed with producing overachieving ‘dragon children’. Critics argue that Asian migrants’ aggressive and narrowly credentialist approach to education has made schooling more competitive and instrumentalist, undermining the perceived traditional relaxed and holistic Western approach to education and childhood. Asian parents are seen as ‘gaming’ the education system, in the process locking out deserving Anglo-Australian students from prestigious schools and university courses.21 The use of commercial tutoring—widely seen as an ‘Asian’ practice—is a particular source of hostility. While private tutoring is a common practice in Asia, Anglo-Australians often view it as unnecessary at best and a form of cheating at worst. With growing competition for places in high-performing schools and classes, there is growing resentment of Asian-Australians who are viewed as ‘cramming’ their way in.22 As Dobson and Birrell claim, Australian-born parents who have invested heavily in their children’s education are ‘inclined to think that migrants are having “too much” success’.23 Others are concerned with child welfare, accusing Asian ‘tiger mothers’ of placing unwarranted pressure on their children and thereby creating mental health problems and depriving them of a ‘normal’ childhood.24


Many critics blame ‘Asian cultures’, sometimes seen as stemming from Confucianism, for importing alien mentalities and practices—from excessive diligence to dictatorial parenting. Hostility is racialised, with the behaviour of Asian migrants viewed in terms of culturally essentialist explanations. Refrains such as ‘It’s just their culture’ present educational and parenting practices as almost mechanistic outcomes of one’s cultural heritage. Such arguments fuel simplistic stereotypes that pit the overly competitive and despotic Asian against the easygoing and liberal Anglo. Taken to an extreme, ‘tiger mothers’ represent all that is wrong with multiculturalism, a system in which whites have unwittingly caused their own downfall. As journalist Michael Duffy commented in the Sydney Morning Herald, ‘Asians are the first significant group of immigrants to this country to come from, or at least aspire urgently to enter, the middle class. They are far more successful in education than other Australians.’ Their success means Asian-Australians ‘could form a majority of Australian professionals within a generation or two. Such an outcome would be unusual: perhaps the first time in history a nation’s elite has invited another group to come in and replace it.’25


The image of the Asian high-flyer can also be damaging for Asian-Australian students themselves. The stereotype obviously masks enormous variation within this cohort, and students who do not live up to the expectations of parents, teachers, community members and themselves can feel their ‘failure’ very acutely. The conflict and shame within families as a result of a student’s ‘underachievement’ have been documented.26 In some instances, less-than-stellar academic results cause students to feel distanced from their cultural identity, given the now-close association between ‘Asianness’ and educational success.


Stories about Asian-Australian academic success appear regularly in the mainstream media;27 however, it has received much less attention in Australian scholarship.28 This book interrogates the stereotypes of Asian migrants and the ‘ethnicisation’ of academic achievement.29 Rather than viewing migrants’ behaviour as an inexorable reflection of their race, it provides social explanations rooted in the migrant experience—which is characterised by simultaneous aspiration and anxiety.


Aspiration


Aspiration comprises ‘both conscious plans and felt possibilities for the future’.30 Aspirational individuals are therefore necessarily future-oriented and hold dispositions conducive to strategically thinking and hoping for particular desired futures. Migrants tend to be aspirational individuals. As Chiswick comments, migrants on average are ‘more able, ambitious, aggressive, entrepreneurial or otherwise more favourably selected than similar individuals who chose to remain in their place of origin’.31 In Australia and elsewhere, this is compounded by elitist migration policies that hyper-select well-educated and well-resourced applicants. Since the 1990s, skilled migrants have comprised the majority of Australia’s large annual migrant intake, surpassing traditional family-reunion migrants. Today skilled migrants make up approximately 70 per cent of the total permanent migration program,32 having passed a demanding ‘points test’ measuring levels of education, professional experience, English-language ability, age, and financial resources, among other requirements.


This skilled migration program has been particularly popular among Asian migrants. In 2009, China became the largest source of migrants to Australia, eclipsing the UK and New Zealand,33 and in 2013, Indian migrants outnumbered Chinese migrants, comprising nearly 20 per cent of all permanent settlers.34 Generally admitted as skilled migrants, new arrivals from Asia tend to be highly educated, as Chapter 2 will explain in more detail. As successful, highly educated individuals, Asian migrants bring with them a ‘success frame’ that values educational success and high-status employment.35


Education is a major part of many migrants’ decision to relocate to countries such as Australia. Middle-class families commonly see a Western education as a vital part of social and economic advancement. As Ong writes, for many ethnic Chinese in Hong Kong and South-East Asia, ‘strategies of accumulation begin with the acquisition of a Western education’.36 Waters writes about the trend of East Asian women travelling to the US to give birth, ensuring US citizenship for their children and therefore greater opportunity to attend a US university. For some, an American degree unlocks better employment opportunities in Asia. For others, the easier route to university as a US citizen frees Asian students from the ‘hellish school system’ in Korea, China and elsewhere.37


Asian migrants’ aspirational outlook is intimately connected with ‘educational desire’38 or a ‘middle-class obsession’ with education and academic success.39 In China, Kipnis explains, education is the cornerstone of families’ strategies and dreams for the future. In ancient China, the promise of education was focused on the imperial civil service examination system, which was used for over 2000 years to select government officials. Successful applicants enjoyed the ‘glory, splendour, wealth and rank’ associated with a government career.40 In contemporary China, the pace of recent economic development and the ‘feeling that times are changing’ has meant that even undereducated parents aspire for their children to go to university.41 Chinese migrants bring this outlook to the West, sometimes even defining their cultural identity via education. In Britain, Archer and Francis explain that British-Chinese see ‘valuing education’ as a defining feature of ‘Chineseness’, with one respondent describing education as ‘a way of life’.42


In Basit’s notion of ‘aspirational capital’, the desire for upward social mobility focuses squarely on children’s education and career. Aspirational capital, or the ‘amalgam of positive thoughts, feelings, values, beliefs and actions that parents hold or undertake on behalf of their children’, is transmitted from parents to children, and is a powerful motivating force for young members of ethnic minority groups.43 Aspirational capital is expressed in strategic educational practices including school choice, private tuition and home-based study support. It also includes parental strategies to cultivate a like-minded peer group for their children, and to promote a competitive learning environment.44


The stereotypical Asian migrant’s aspirations are symbolised by educational milestones such as securing a place in a high-performing (primary and secondary) school, graduating from high school with the desired exam result, and being admitted into a prestigious university course. In the meantime, maintaining top marks and rankings is expected throughout children’s schooling. In contrast to other parents who prioritise building their children’s social or cultural capital, Aris names Asian migrants as ‘credentialists’ because of their singular focus on credentials as the goal of schooling. These parents measure success exclusively through marks, sometimes calculated in terms of ‘fractions of a percentage’.45


The aspirational outlook of Asian migrants is lauded as a potent force behind their children’s educational success. Some parents and school staff are happy for their school communities to become more ‘Asianised’ as they believe that overall academic results will improve and Asian migrant children will contribute to a more studious school environment. As one of Reay et al.’s respondents remarked, migrants are an asset to schools because they ‘value education’, adding that one good thing about his child’s school was that it was ‘very low on the white trash factor’.46


The politics of aspiration


Educational aspiration can be closely tied to the values of neoliberalism. Brown describes aspiration as a ‘form of neoliberal social hope’ founded on promoting individualised social mobility.47 Neoliberal governments in many Western countries have shifted the focus of public policy from social equity to individual aspiration, and Brown argues that governments promote ‘aspiration’ to lower people’s expectations of what the state should provide: entrepreneurial, ‘self-reliant citizenship’ is the goal.48 Since the 1990s, the Australian Labor Party and the Labour Party in the UK have articulated a political strategy to appeal to ‘aspirational voters’ via the language of social mobility and ownership, rather than traditional labour values.49 Under Tony Blair, social policy in the UK focused on developing ‘aspirational citizens’ who take individual responsibility for their own advancement, in contrast to the welfare state’s ‘politics of expectation’.50 As then Australian Labor leader Mark Latham claimed: ‘The ownership revolution is here to stay. Aspirational politics is a logical consequence of this reality.’51


In this neoliberal imaginary, non-aspirational citizens are viewed as lacking the requisite information to understand the importance of enterprising behaviour, or as lazy ‘bludgers’ who anachronistically expect welfare from the state.52 In the realm of education, working-class and low-income groups are targeted for having, in the words of the UK Government, a ‘deeply embedded culture of low aspiration’, explaining their underachievement and antisocial behaviour.53 The ‘aspiration problem’ is cast in terms of a failure of individual character, transforming social disadvantage into a ‘lack of principled self-help and self-responsibility’.54


Reshaping aspirations has been particularly significant in governments’ efforts to widen participation in higher education. In 2010, UK Secretary of State for Education Michael Gove announced his goal for the UK to become an ‘aspiration nation’.55 The goal of the UK ‘Aim Higher’ program in the 2000s, for instance, was to raise the aspirations of young people from social groups under-represented in higher education.56 Australian governments have borrowed from British policy to target the ‘aspiration gap’ for higher education between students from high- and low-income backgrounds. Since 2009, the Australian Government has set targets for higher-education participation for students from the lowest socio-economic status quartile, as measured by their area of residence. Hundreds of millions of dollars have been spent to fund projects designed to raise aspirations for university study.57


Aspiration in this agenda has been defined as desire for career progression and material success. Programs to widen participation in higher education are guided by equity objectives that are achieved by cultivating ‘dispositions conducive to capitalist market competition’.58 Such dispositions mandate self-investment in human capital—in particular, education—in order to maximise employment prospects. This approach normalises a middle-class view of education,59 where social mobility is built upon educational achievement, acquiring qualifications and succeeding beyond one’s peers. As Beuret writes, aspiration means ‘a better job, more money, more things and a higher rung on the career ladder. Hope is individual in our world, never collective … Not just climbing the ladder but also winning out over all others.’60


Competition is important in animating aspiration, as it ‘provides a few with disproportionate rewards and thereby stimulates desire among the many’.61 Berlant argues that there is a ‘cruel optimism’ in the aspiration agenda, because market-based competition invariably produces winners and losers. Individuals cultivate desires that come to form part of their identity, such that unfulfilled desires become ‘an obstacle to your flourishing’.62 In education, the benefits of acquiring qualifications are typically delayed, and some aspirationals may find themselves waiting ‘in perpetual hope for the “good life” to come’.63


The middle-class values embedded in the ‘aspiration agenda’ explain why some members of the working class have rejected it. As Stahl explains, in the UK, white working-class teenage boys experience the ‘raising aspirations’ rhetoric as an ‘affront’ to their class habitus centred on egalitarianism, authenticity and being ‘ordinary’. In their world, it is important to ‘not act like someone you’re not’, and to fit in rather than stand out.64


In contrast, Asian migrants are stereotyped as the ideal neoliberal subject: enterprising, non-welfare-dependent, competitive, hardworking and future-oriented. The model minority stereotype, used in the US since the 1960s to describe Asian migrants, reflects the confluence of so-called ‘Asian’ cultural attributes with neoliberal values. As Chou explains, while in the 1960s and 1970s the term ‘model minority’ was used ‘to exemplify a successful case of assimilation’, it is now used to laud Asian-Americans’ ‘supposedly successful survival under the American capitalist system’.65



Anxiety



But migrants’ aspiration goes hand in hand with anxiety. While migrants are aspirational about making the most of the opportunity to create a better life in a new country, they are also anxious about their ability to advance in a new country as a minority group with few or no social networks to rely on. Asian migrants are also anxious about the prospect of racism and discrimination, which they may experience themselves and which they fear their children will experience.


In many ways, Asian migrants’ educational success is a response to racial inequality and lack of social capital. Educational qualifications are an alternative to the mainstream social capital that migrants lack, as well as being a safeguard against discrimination. Louie terms this ‘immigrant pessimism’: Asian migrant parents invest in their children’s education to maximise their opportunities in what they perceive as an unequal and discriminatory society.66 Similar behaviour has been documented among middle-class Black families in the UK, who enrol their children in extracurricular activities (music, sport and drama) in order to gain extra credentials to compete in a racially unequal society.67


Anxieties about racism are not unfounded. Although Australia prides itself on being a successful multicultural society, levels of experienced discrimination are not falling. In fact, according to the annual Mapping Social Cohesion study, in the ten years to 2017 the percentage of Australians reporting they had experienced racial discrimination in the previous twelve months more than doubled, from 9 to 20 per cent.68 In their large-scale labour market experiment, Booth, Leigh and Varganova found that people with Chinese names had to submit 68 per cent more applications in order to get the same number of interviews as someone with an English name.69 Whether because of discrimination or other factors, downward social mobility among non-White migrants is well-documented.70 Blocked mobility in the work-force contrasts with the abundant educational opportunities open to migrants’ children. As Zhou and Kim argue, ‘This reality not only reaffirms their belief in education but also fosters a perception of education as the only possible means for social mobility.’71


Parental anxieties are intensified by Australia’s increasingly competitive education system. The growth of Asian migration to Australia has coincided with neoliberal reforms to education policy on the part of successive federal and state governments. In an era of ‘school choice’, where parents and students have become education consumers, schools are increasingly pitted against each other in a hierarchical education marketplace.72 They differentiate themselves as (fully or partially) selective, offering gifted and talented programs, opportunity classes and other specialised programs. Schools’ reputations are made or unmade on the back of standardised testing, exemplified by NAPLAN. The growth of competition and hierarchy in Australian schooling means that it now more closely resembles schooling cultures that have long prevailed in Asian settings, including in China, India, Korea, Singapore and Hong Kong.


Long-standing educational inequalities have sharpened under this marketisation of the education system. Sociologists of education have frequently demonstrated the importance of social class in educational outcomes, showing that the parenting styles of high-income groups generally feature high expectations, discipline, and heavy investment of resources into children’s education.73 In an increasingly marketised school system, the role of parents has expanded, intensifying existing inequalities.74 Parents are expected to deeply engage with the education system and are rewarded for strategic behaviour around school choice, exam preparation (including engaging private tutoring) and instrumentalist approaches to schooling. In other words, the education system increasingly benefits families who can behave like typical middle-class families: well-informed, and willing and able to expend significant time and resources on securing the best opportunities for their children.


Many of these practices are all too familiar to Asian migrants. Accustomed to high levels of competition within extremely hierarchical education systems in Asia, Asian migrants, despite being new arrivals, may find themselves better equipped than many Anglo-Australians to navigate the Australian schooling system. Across East and South Asia, families are accustomed to investing large sums of money in their children’s education—often more than they do on housing.75 Punishing daily schooling routines are normal, with hours of study lengthening with age; and children are socialised to desire ‘educational glory’.76 Across East Asia, academic tutoring, or supplementary or ‘shadow’ education, is commonplace. The educational pressures confronting Asian students are so intense that governments in China, Korea, Hong Kong, Singapore and elsewhere have attempted to regulate the operation of tutoring centres, and have introduced public campaigns to convince families that ‘study is not for marks’ and raise awareness of the mental health risks of over-studying.77


Education-related anxiety continues after migration to the West. For example, the growth of the academic tutoring industry in Australia has coincided with an influx of migration from Asia, especially from China, since the early 1990s.78 The children of Asian migrants comprise the majority of the cohort in many of these centres, which are often operated by fellow Asian migrants.79 In 2017 the NSW Government expressed concern that families were spending more than $20,000 a year on tutoring in preparing for the selective schools test.80 Even the parents of successful students often display ‘an ever-present anxiety’ because in their eyes academic success is never secure, and requires ‘constant vigilance and effort’.81



The politics of anxiety



High levels of anxiety among middle-class parents have been well documented in academic and popular literature. Titles such as Paranoid Parenting, Anxious Parents, Parenting Out of Control and A Nation of Wimps82 testify to the upsurge of attention on the ‘intensification of parenting’83 in an ‘age of anxiety’.84 Anxious about the increasingly competitive and insecure economic environments their children inhabit, parents—especially middle-class parents—are devoting unprecedented amounts of time, money and emotional labour to ensuring their children take advantage of opportunities that may help them succeed. In her seminal work Unequal Childhoods: Class, Race, and Family Life, Annette Lareau calls this ‘concerted cultivation’, which she contrasts with the more working-class approach to parenting that allowed the ‘accomplishment of natural growth’.85


Growing parental anxiety is predictable within what Beck has named the ‘risk society’.86 From the late twentieth century, life in Western societies has been characterised by ‘an intensified awareness of possible dangers’, and efforts to manage or avoid these dangers.87 In late modernity, societies have moved away from traditional frameworks, making social life ‘seem less certain’ than previously.88 Neoliberal policies, with their emphasis on choice, individual responsibility and self-management, intensify the responsibility of individuals to make the ‘right’ choices. Vincent and Maxwell term this the growing ‘responsibilisation’ of parents.89 As Cucchiara explains, in this context ‘parenting becomes as much about managing risk as it does about nurturing children’.90 The emphasis shifts to ‘doing things for children rather than being with them’.91


Neoliberal education policies have fuelled the growth in parental anxiety. Making the ‘right’ choice of school is a particularly pressing concern. Ball argues that ‘a kind of moral panic’ has emerged around schooling and school choice.92 In Cucchiara’s study of school choice decisions, participants repeatedly used certain words that indicated their anxiety: ‘worry, scared, fears, afraid, mistake, and reassurance’.93 Simply ‘leaving children’s education to the school’ has become a sign of ‘very bad parenting’ within middle-class common-sense understandings, and education policy in many countries encourages parental involvement in children’s education.94


As Faircloth and Murray note, much of the literature on parenting and anxiety has stayed within the white middle classes.95 Asian migrant parents share many of the anxieties documented in this literature, but their social position within racially unequal societies means they may experience these anxieties more acutely. Having uprooted their families to settle in a new country, the stakes may be higher, with greater anxiety about making the ‘right’ decisions, usually in the absence of support networks and the detailed knowledge of local systems possessed by longer-term residents.


At the same time, Asian migrants’ approaches to their children’s education sometimes diverge from those of the Anglo middle-class mainstream. For example, the Anglo idealisation of the ‘all-rounder’, accomplished not just in academic but also sporting, musical or artistic pursuits, is less evident among the stereotypical Asian migrant family, who are more likely to single-mindedly prize academic excellence.96 This may partly explain why Asian migrant parents disproportionately strive for their children to be admitted to public selective schools while seemingly shunning many prestigious private schools.97


We urgently need to develop a greater understanding of the parenting and education cultures of Asian migrants in countries such as Australia. This is especially important given the simplistic and increasingly heated debates about the role of Asian migrants in the education system. Contextualising Asian migrant behaviour within broader social settings—including the migration journey and the Australian education system—provides an antidote to the culturally essentialist understandings of ‘tiger mothers’ and their ‘dragon children’. In the process, some of the heat may be taken out of racialised debates that simplify complex practices to ‘It’s their culture’. A broader social understanding also shows that this is just as much an ‘Australian’ story as it is an ‘Asian’ one. Providing this social explanation is the task of this book.


Who are Asian-Australians?


Asian countries comprise six of the top ten countries of birth for overseas-born Australians today. After the UK and New Zealand, China and India are the largest source countries for migrants, followed by the Philippines and Vietnam; Malaysia and Sri Lanka round out the top ten list. More than 1.2 million Australians claimed Chinese ancestry in the 2016 census, making up 5 per cent of the national population. Meanwhile, more than 600,000 claimed Indian ancestry, comprising 3 per cent of the overall population.98 These two groups are the largest Asian migrant populations in contemporary Australia, and their numbers are growing.


Asian-Australians also feature prominently in our schools. In NSW government schools, students from families speaking an Indian language comprised 18 per cent of all non-English language background students, followed by Chinese-language speakers at 16 per cent. These are the largest Asian-Australian student groups, followed by students from Vietnamese (6 per cent) and Filipino (4 per cent) backgrounds.99 As Table 1 shows, in northern and north-western Sydney, Asian-Australian students make up more than half of all enrolments within government schools, while in western and inner Sydney, they represent a sizeable minority.


Table 1: Students from an LBOTE (Language Background Other Than English) as a percentage of enrolments in government schools—selected regions






	Region


	Languages






	Sydney north


	
Chinese 35%


Indian 13%


Korean 8%







	Sydney north-west


	
Indian 29%


Chinese 19%


Filipino 5%







	Sydney west


	
Indian 34%


Chinese 11%







	Sydney south-west


	
Vietnamese 16%


Indian 13%







	Sydney inner


	
Chinese 23%


Indian 13%


Vietnamese 6%








Source: NSW Department of Education, ‘Schools: Language Diversity in NSW’, p. 7.


This book focuses primarily on Chinese-Australian students and families, and to a lesser extent on South-East Asian and South Asian Australians. While each group is distinct, following the practice of my participants I often refer to ‘Asian’ as an identifier. As Kibria notes, an ethnic pan-Asianism is often adopted by Asian migrants in the West that reflects a perceived shared ‘Asian culture’ marked by ‘certain orientations and values, such as an emphasis on education, family and work’.100


Of course, the category ‘Asian’ risks homogenising the identities and experiences of a huge and diverse group of people. Even the term ‘Chinese’ conflates the identities of disparate groups of people who may feel little affinity with each other (for example, those from China, Hong Kong and Taiwan), let alone with ethnic minorities within China (such as Tibetans or Uyghurs). Chinese-Australians may consider themselves more ‘Australian’ than ‘Chinese’, and their experiences may be distinct from Chinese migrants who have settled in other countries. The complexities of ethnic identity emerge regularly in this book. Especially in the context of highly diverse school communities, or schools dominated by various Asian-Australian groups, ascribed identity and self-identification can be fraught. As Chapter 6 explains in detail, friendships, subject choices and school leadership roles can all become highly racialised within schools.


In spite of these complexities, ‘Asian’ was the category most commonly used by my research participants to describe themselves, whether they were from Chinese, Vietnamese, Malaysian or Filipino backgrounds. Several of my participants from South Asian backgrounds (Indian and Bangladeshi) sometimes referred to others as ‘East Asian’. This may have been a subconscious response to the Australian convention of equating ‘Asian’ with East Asian to the exclusion of South Asians. In the UK, by contrast, ‘Asian’ typically refers to South Asians, reflecting the latter’s numerical dominance within the migration history of the UK.


Methodology and sources


This book is based on in-depth interviews with thirty students and parents with direct experience of Sydney’s selective school system, including current students and recent graduates of fully and partially selective schools and opportunity classes. Twenty of my interviewees were from Asian migrant backgrounds, primarily Chinese from mainland China, while others were from Malaysian-Chinese, Vietnamese, Filipino, Indian and Bangladeshi backgrounds. Of the remainder, seven participants were Anglo-Australian, two were half-Anglo (with an Anglo-Australian father and a Vietnamese-Australian mother), and one was a South African migrant. All the names have been changed to protect the privacy of participants.


This sample allows for a close examination of not just Asian-Australian experiences, but also experiences and perceptions of Anglo-Australians, who now constitute a minority in most selective schools. By Anglo-Australians, I mean individuals from a white, English-speaking family background, typically born and raised in Australia.


Interviews were conducted between 2016 and 2018, and respondents were identified largely via snowball recruiting and through targeted notices in social media forums, including those used by parents of gifted children.


The book also draws on a focus group conducted with seven Asian-Australian high school students, specifically focusing on intercultural relations within multicultural schools. This focus group, conducted in 2019 with the aid of a research assistant, Lucinda Kranjc, was designed to explore this complex topic in more depth, and the findings are discussed in Chapter 6.


In order to provide an international context, I also conducted interviews in Hong Kong with eight parents of school-aged children. The competition and student workloads of the Hong Kong education system are largely reflective of schooling in many of the Asian countries from which migrants come, and my interviews provided great insight into the educational context that many Asian migrants are accustomed to prior to their arrival in Australia. These parents were interviewed in 2015 and were also recruited through snowball sampling. The interviews were conducted in either English or Cantonese. All interviews, in Australia and Hong Kong, were fully transcribed and thematically coded.


The book also draws on large-scale official education datasets such as that provided on the My School website and by state-based education authorities in NSW and Victoria. The My School website was launched in 2010 by the Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA) and provides data on every school in Australia, including information on student enrolments (including overall numbers and proportions of Indigenous students and those from LBOTEs), schools’ levels of socio-educational advantage (measured through the Index of Community Socio-Educational Advantage),101 schools’ performance in NAPLAN tests, and schools’ levels of funding.


As an immigrant nation with a Western colonial heritage but geographical proximity to Asia, Australia is an ideal setting for this study. Together with its non–racially discriminatory migration policy and official celebration of multiculturalism, it is has been for many decades an attractive destination for migrants from Asia and beyond.


The focus on educational high achievers is also important for understanding the nature of educational opportunities and inequality. High achievers are under-researched: given the prevailing concerns with student underachievement, successful students are often ignored by researchers, policymakers and practitioners. But as Archer and Francis argue, ‘understanding achievement is not only important in its own right, but can tell us more about under-achievement’, especially in relation to the dynamics of privilege and inequality.102


Overview of chapters


Chapter 1 provides an overview of the academic performance of Asian-Australian school students. Firstly, it examines the demographic profile of high-achieving selective schools, showing the dominance of highly advantaged students from LBOTEs. It analyses the performance of Asian-Australian students in high school certificate exams and in NAPLAN, showing their disproportionate educational success. It also examines the disadvantage faced by many Asian-Australian students and explores the role of social class in shaping educational outcomes, before analysing the politics of the ‘model minority’ stereotype.


Chapter 2 situates Asian-Australian educational success within two important policy contexts. In Australia, both migration and education policies have been informed by neoliberal imperatives, leading to the hyper-selection of middle-class migrants and the formation of an education market that emphasises school choice and competition. These policies have combined to help create the archetypal aspirational-but-anxious Asian migrant parent.


Chapter 3 investigates the notion of aspiration in relation to education. It examines the crucial role of education in Asian migrants’ aspirations, and documents their strategies around residential and school choice, tutoring and managing their children’s daily schedules. It also documents the negotiation and conflict that can occur within Asian migrant families as children strive to meet their parents’ high expectations. The chapter ends with an analysis of the politics of aspiration and its links to neoliberal ideology.


Chapter 4 analyses the sources of migrants’ anxiety—an important motivating force for Asian-Australian families. It starts by examining education cultures in Asia, primarily East Asian countries such as China, Korea and Singapore, which are famous for their intensely rigorous and competitive education systems, and the source of great anxiety for students and their families. The chapter then documents the downward mobility and discrimination that are so commonly experienced by Asian migrants in Australia, and their relative lack of social capital. These challenges of migration drive Asian migrant parents to focus acutely on their children’s education, which is seen as the sole means for ensuring the family’s future in their new country. These sources of anxiety amplify the anxiety felt by all Australian families in relation to the increasingly competitive and pressured educational environments faced by children.


Chapter 5 provides a detailed study of elite selective schools. It documents their purpose as schools for high-achieving gifted students, and how this is experienced by current students and recent graduates. The chapter analyses key features of the selective school system as they are experienced by students, including the intensely competitive culture, an often instrumentalist approach to education, mental health challenges, and the role of private tutoring.


Chapter 6 explores intercultural relations within selective schools from the perspectives of Asian-Australian and Anglo-Australian students and parents. It shows that many Asian-Australian students appreciate selective school environments for providing a ‘safe space’ but that this could also be viewed as artificially ‘living in a bubble’. And despite their numerical dominance of selective school communities, Asian-Australian students reveal their experiences of various forms of racism at school. Meanwhile, Anglo-Australian students discuss how being a conspicuous ethnic minority within selective schools can create tension and isolation. Finally the chapter explores the dynamics of self-segregation and the omnipresence of race within the daily life of selective schools.


Chapter 7 focuses on the experiences and perspectives of Anglo-Australians negotiating the selective school system. It examines tensions and resentment at the dominance of Asian-Australians within selective schools and classes, the ‘Asian’ practice of private tutoring, and ‘tiger parenting’. It ends with a look at how Asian-Australian students have responded to some of the accusations levelled at them.





Chapter 1



‘Asians always do well’


How successful are Asian-Australian school students?


Across many migrant-receiving nations, Asian migrants have become the ‘model minority’—hardworking, self-reliant, compliant, aspirational. Their children have been similarly stereotyped as quiet achievers, an educational success story that contrasts with the traditional association between ethnic minorities and underachievement. The stereotype is partly based on reality. Children of Asian migrants are disproportionately successful in education in Australia, and in other countries such as the US, Canada and UK. They outperform others in standardised tests, are over-represented in high-performing schools and classes, and have higher rates of admission to university. This chapter provides some evidence of the educational success of Asian-Australian students.


It’s not just in education that Asianness is associated with ‘smartness’ and technical prowess. This stereotype is evident in popular culture—for example, in aphorisms such as ‘Skill level: Asian’, which describe seemingly impossible feats accomplished by individuals of Asian descent (often relating to gaming, physical stunts or musical virtuosity). Other pop culture references include the common line about Asians being ‘better than you’ at any task. Examples include memes (‘Roses are red, violets are blue, there’s always an Asian better than you’), videos (‘Asians do everything better’, ‘Whatever you do, there’s always an Asian better than you’) and online discussion forums (‘What was your “There’s always an Asian better than you” moment?’). While seemingly positive, it should be noted that these references often contain expressions of both admiration and resentment. And often the identity of an individual as a musician, gamer or whatever is overshadowed by observations of their Asianness, even when ethnic identity is not directly relevant to the activity.


In such racialised settings, being ‘better’ than others may be seen as threatening.


This is certainly often the case in the field of education, which, more than any other, symbolises ‘Asian success’. Educational success has become synonymous with being ‘Asian’ in many migrant societies. The stereotype has in no small part been pushed along by Asian migrants themselves. This is epitomised in Amy Chua’s 2011 memoir, Battle Hymn of the Tiger Mother, which purported to reveal the strategies of ‘Chinese’ parents able to raise such overachieving children. Other titles, such as DJ Chung’s Build Like an Ant: How My Mom Helped Me Become Valedictorian, and Top of the Class: How Asian Parents Raise High Achievers—and How You Can Too, by Korean-American sisters Soo Kim Abboud and Jane Kim, also provided ‘secrets’ of Asian parenting that create straight A students and Ivy League graduates.


Of course, the stereotype of the Asian model minority does not capture the diversity of experiences of such a heterogeneous group. In Australia and elsewhere, many Asian migrants are found in disadvantaged communities and in underperforming schools. Students from Asian backgrounds confront the full range of educational problems faced by other students, including disengagement, underachievement, delinquency and parental neglect. The model minority stereotype can be dangerous in that it hides disadvantage among Asian migrants, who may need further support to achieve their potential.


The stereotype can also be destructive in pitting a model minority against other ‘non’-model minorities. Particularly in the US, the notion of the model minority has been used, since the civil rights era, against calls for reform. The stereotype of the ‘successful’ Asian migrant has been used as proof of the openness and fairness of US society, implying that others only have themselves to blame for their ‘failure’.


This chapter documents experiences of both educationally advantaged and educationally disadvantaged Asian-Australian students. While the model minority image has been applied to both groups, the chapter unpacks the role of social class in shaping educational outcomes. This is most evident in the highly advantaged profile of top-performing selective school students and, conversely, the poorer performance of disadvantaged refugee communities in south-western Sydney. While the effects of social class are mediated by the model minority stereotype, as well as by the ethnic capital available within migrant communities, the chapter shows that Asians do not always ‘do well’ and that the image of the ‘successful Asian student’ can have damaging social consequences. Nevertheless, the stereotype, based on the experiences of an elite group of students, endures.



From ‘yellow peril’ to ‘model minority’: The evolving status of Asian migrants in the West



Historically, Asian migrants in Western nations were viewed as alien races, culturally incompatible at best and socially and politically threatening at worst. The Chinese, for example, were feared as the ‘yellow peril’ ready for invasion, despised as coolie labourers and gold-rush miners, and shunned as opium-smoking degenerates in Chinatown ghettos. In many countries, Asians were excluded from citizenship, epitomised in laws such as the White Australia policy, enacted shortly after the formation of Australia as a modern nation. In the US, prior to the mid-twentieth century, Asians were viewed as ‘unassimilable aliens unfit for membership in the nation’. Subject to the regime of Asiatic Exclusion, they were barred from naturalisation and property ownership, and were the target of occupational discrimination and residential segregation.1


In the second half of the twentieth century, perceptions of Asians began to change. Asian migrants were first characterised as a model minority in the US in the 1960s, with the publication of William Petersen’s 1966 article in the New York Times Magazine, ‘Success story, Japanese-American style’. In December 1970, the New York Times front page declared that both Japanese-and Chinese-Americans were ‘an American success story’, having achieved ‘assimilation into the mainstream of American life’, a situation that would have been ‘unthinkable twenty years ago’. The Times documented the stellar achievements of Asian-Americans who were now corporate directors, distinguished scientists and college presidents.


Wu documents how during World War II, liberals in the US fought for the social inclusion of migrants, not least because practices of racial exclusion threatened the democratic values undergirding American aspirations to world leadership. Additionally, in the civil rights era, Asian-Americans’ elevation to ‘model minority’ served a conservative political agenda, legitimating American society as open and meritocratic and offering opportunities to minorities, if they were willing to assimilate and work hard. Direct contrasts were made between upwardly mobile, politically moderate Asian-Americans, and African-Americans trapped in a ‘culture of poverty’.2
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