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Global Change, Families, and 
Communities in Thailand

• A three-week learning abroad course offered annually 
between 2012 and 2016

• Learners were immersed in the local context including 
day-long interactions with community members and 
homestay visits in villages; village leaders, elders, and 
local NGO professionals served as their primary 
teachers.

• All learners were required to create a digital story that 
synthesizes and reflects their self-identified ideas that 
were important to their own learning and development.



Study Purpose

To explore the process of ethnic 
identity development among Hmong-
American college students 
participating in a three-week learning 
abroad experience in Thailand. 



Core Definitions
Ethnic identity development - a process through which 
individuals resolve positive and negative feelings about 
their ethnic group membership within the context of 
larger society to form a coherent sense of self (Phinney, 
2006)
Identity search - specific actions, activities or thoughts 
initiated by the students to increase their understanding 
of their ethnicity. 
Identity belonging – represents how strongly the 
individual incorporates these values into their identity 
expressions.



Data Description & Analysis
• 16 Hmong-American college students (15 female, 1 

male)
• 3 participants were 1.5 generation immigrants (born 

in Thailand but moved at age 10) and 13 participants 
were 2nd generation immigrants (born in America)

• Data analysis was conducted using a directed content 
analysis approach (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005) involving 
the application of Phinney’s (1989) model of ethnic 
identity development, specifically processes of search 
and belonging.



Identity Search
Dissonance with bicultural identity – a sense of uncertainty or 
ambiguity that permeated throughout the learning abroad experience
“It was a challenge balancing both worlds together especially when 
they clashed. I became too caught up in these two worlds that 
somewhere along the way I lost myself in the midst of it all.”

Ongoing search - deliberate actions taken over time to explore 
unresolved ethnic identity issues 
“Going to Thailand was a goal that I made ten years ago. I had missed 
the opportunity to study abroad during my undergrad. So when I 
started the master's program … I made it one of my academic 
priorities.”



Understanding the past – an active exploration of family 
stories using lived experiences as a process of personal 
meaning making 
“Growing up as a Hmong American I've always heard 
many stories about Laos, Thailand, and the history of the 
Hmong people. The diaspora of the Hmong for survival 
was at the root of every conversation my dad had with 
me about success. When I found out there was an 
opportunity to study abroad in Thailand, I knew right 
away it was something I needed to do. I focused on only 
one thing, visiting the Mekong river and connecting with 
my roots ”



Identity Belonging

Cultural artifacts – specific cultural symbols or objects 
that promote a sense of connection to the culture
“I first noticed a similarity when we arrived to Chiang 
Mai and bought our first meal of the day. they had 
purchased grilled chicken bone who would have thought 
they would have looked so appetizing. This must have 
been a bizarre encounter for my peers but it was not for 
me. Being pre-exposed to chicken bone in Hmong 
community, I knew they were a product of consumption 
for some people. It was from this encounter that I 
realized the Hmong people and Thai people share 
commonality when it came to food selections.”



Connecting to the past  – a sense of connection 
developed after actively experiencing cultural histories
“As I sat on the deck on my hotel looking across the 

Mekong River to Laos, it is so close yet so far away. 
Although I was never there to experience the Hmong 
crossing of the Mekong river I felt the connection by just 
standing next to it.”

Ethnic identity affirmation – a sense of greater 
awareness and appreciation for existing ethnic identities 
“Most importantly, I learned my roots -- where I came 
from, who I am today, and who I wanted to be in the 
future.” 



Discussion
• Ethnic identity development in emerging adulthood 

involves negotiation between multiple identities and 
finding “balance”

• Hmong-American young adults’ identity development is 
uniquely influenced by their family’s migration path; 
many of the students in this study were 1.5, or 2nd

generation immigrants, more specifically, from refugee 
families. Thailand, one of the many location that the 
Hmong diaspora now calls home, offered them the 
opportunity to connect with Hmong culture. This 
appears to have a profound impact on claiming or 
affirming their “Hmongness”.



Discussion continued

• Resolution of ethnic identity issues may be more 
about attaining ethnic identity affirmation rather than 
the achievement of a specific ethnic identity

• Supporting understanding and connections to cultural 
family histories may not only increase the sense of 
connection to an ethnic identity but also improve 
understanding between children and parents.

• Cultural artifacts are symbols that can promote 
connection to a culture, even across borders



Implications
• Opportunities for immigrant and refugee young adults, 

such as the Hmong-American college students in this 
study, to explore ethnic identity exploration through 
learning abroad experiences, are important in supporting 
ethnic identity development in a college setting.

• Recognize that for instructors, this is an amazing 
opportunity to support immigrant students as they 
development their identities. It is also important to keep in 
mind that this process will continue long after students 
return home. Instructors need to be comfortable with their 
students’ non-closure or continued ambiguity. It may be 
helpful to normalize the long-term nature and offer an 
open door for students who want to process after they 
return home.
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