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HACHA - Goals

The goals for this paper are twofold. 1). To provide a brief statistical overview of Pacific Islanders in the United States, paying particular attention to education. 2). To suggest a list of “best practices” for the University of California system to help ensure equal access to their educational institutions amongst Pacific Islanders.

HUGUA – Population Statistics

According to the 2000 Census, there are currently 959,603 Pacific Islanders inside the United States. Nationally they comprise 0.3% of the United States population. The largest Pacific Islander groups are Native Hawaiians, Samoans, Chamorros and Tongans however thousands of others from islands throughout Micronesia, Polynesia and Melanesia can be found in the United States. The two states with the highest population of Pacific Islanders are Hawai’i and California.

TULU – Equal access to Education

It is only recently that statistics for Pacific Islanders as a defined and separate ethnic category has been easily available. For decades Pacific Islanders languished in statistical oblivion their numbers often hidden by the larger ethnic categories they were attached too, or not studied at all because of their small size.
 In response to their status as one of the most underrepresented minorities, Pacific Islander community groups, politicians and other ethnic allies have put pressure on government agencies and research institutions to count their voices in such a way that their experiences as Pacific Islanders would not be ignored or subsumed by other groups.
 The most significant resulting change was the creation of the “Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islander” category for the United States Census.
 This modification has been vital in helping Pacific Islander community organizations seek more funding for education and health grants.

Because of their relatively small size, Pacific Islanders offer an ideal site for discussing issues of equality in education, especially in terms of the University of California school system. Much discussion about equality in education is preoccupied with and limited by actualizing demographics, or recreating the population percentages “out there” inside the university. What should be the focus instead is making groups equality in terms of access. This means looking at institutions and discourses that have historically prevented or deterred groups from attending college and either reforming them or forming counter institutions or discourses.
 

FATFAT – Education Statistics


The underrepresented minority status of Pacific Islanders becomes more explicit in their educational statistics. Nationwide the percentage of people over the age of 25 who have a high school diploma or higher is 85%. The average for Pacific Islanders is 79%.
 Nationwide percentage for people with a bachelor’s degree or higher is 27%. For Pacific Islanders the percentage is 16%. Finally only 4% of Pacific Islanders have graduate or professional degrees, whereas 10% of white Americans and 17% of Asian Americans have similar degrees.
 Despite being continually statistically combined with Asian Americans, the disparity between groups in education is enormous. A Pacific Islander student in college is seven times more likely to drop out than an Asian American student.


Within California, the statistic become even worse.
 31% of Pacific Islanders over the age of 25 have less than a high school diploma. 58% have graduated from high school, while 11% have graduated from college.
 

LIMA – Limiting invisibility

Returning to the case of Pacific Islanders it becomes difficult to even discuss them in the context of the UC system because of the ways that they have been invisibly institutionalized. It is for this reason that situating Pacific Islanders in education even in California alone is a difficult task. Despite California being the state with the 2nd highest concentration of Pacific Islanders, information on them within the University of California system is either non-existent or confused. This uncertainty and dearth of information can be traced to three main points which historically make Pacific Islanders one of the most invisible ethnic groups in the United States.

1).The small size of Pacific Islanders populations, which makes it difficult for them to seek state or Federal recognition in education because they often fall short of the demographic requirements.
 2). The ambiguous and colonial histories of some Pacific islander groups. Chamorros, Samoans, Hawaiians in particular are Pacific Islander groups who have and have had different ambiguous statuses within the United States, whether as nationals or colonial citizens. Thus some Pacific Islanders fall awry of the distinctions between citizen/immigrant.
 3). AAPI – the reification of the category of Asian American Pacific Islander, while perhaps intended to help Pacific Islanders achieve limited visibility has in fact further marginalized Pacific Islanders in many respects.

One very relevant aspect to this paper has to do with the tracking and publishing of statistics. It is in cases such as this that we can see how the Asian American Pacific Islander category can further marginalize Pacific Islanders, by making it difficult to even read data. Within the statistical tracking of Asian Americans Pacific Islanders, we can see the questioning of this particular pan-ethnic rubric itself for in different studies, different groups are released from the Asian pan-ethnic tent. For example, at UCSD in their undergraduate statistics Filipinos are separate then other Asians (while Pacific Islanders remains within the Asian category).
 In their graduate statistics however, Filipinos are again released from the category, but this time Pacific Islanders are released with them.

But far more important than this being potentially confusing, is how it can marginalize the statistics of Pacific Islanders, by making them a small corner of a much larger group. Pan-ethnic categories have a way of making invisible the particularities of groups within that category, especially if those groups are much smaller than others. Within the Asian American Pacific Islander category, there are huge disparities between the more dominant “Asian” groups such as Japanese, Chinese and sometimes Filipino and other Asian groups, primarily South East Asian groups and Pacific Islanders.

GUNUM – Best Practices

Given the data I have cited as well as the visibility/invisibility issues I have briefly described, I make the following recommendations for the University of California system to both increase its Pacific Islander student enroll, but also ensure that they are given equal access.

1. Disjoin Pacific Islanders from the Asian American Pacific Islander category. According Pacific Islanders their own status is an important symbolic move, as well as a practical one.

2.  Separate status will provide symbolic assurance and support for students who wish to form Pacific Islander organizations. These organizations play a huge role in student graduation and retention.

3. In practical terms this will allow Pacific Islanders to seek funding specifically for Pacific Islanders programs, whether it be outreach, student retention or counseling, instead of forcing them to outreach under a much larger ethnic rubric.

4. Set up relationships with feeder institutions (high schools, California State Universities, community colleges) inside of and outside of California which have either large Pacific Islander populations or existing established Pacific Islander visibility. University of California schools must make it clear in their outreach that they are interested in recruiting Pacific Islander students.

5. Ensure Pacific Islander representation in student and outreach offices, by designating at least one staff member who is familiar with Pacific Islander social experiences, histories and culture.

6. Work with California public high schools to find better ways of matching course curriculums to allow Pacific Islanders better access to higher ed in California. This means setting up high school required courses in a way that will better match the course requirements for entering the University of California or California State University systems. At present only 25.7% Pacific Islander California high school graduates complete all the required course for the UC/CSU systems, placing them at fourth behind Asians (57.9%), Filipinos (45.4%), and White (40.2%).

7. Provide evidence that Pacific Islander voices and experiences are important to the University of California by incorporating more works of Pacific Islander scholars and authors into curriculum.

8. A mechanism should be created to provide bonuses to faculty who go above and beyond in assisting Pacific Islanders in the University of California system.
 Three possible areas for this bonus can be 1). Actively incorporates Pacific Islander scholarship into curriculum and classes. 2). Actively mentors Pacific Islander student organizations. 3). Actively works with and develops ties with Pacific Islander communities and community organizations outside of the University.

9. Establish formal relationships with Pacific Islander community groups and educational groups.
 In addition to showing Pacific Islander communities that the University of California system has not forgotten or ignored them, the establishing of these ties should designed to promote more accurate self-reporting amongst Pacific Islanders.
.

10. Provide public university wide recognition of Pacific Islander historical holidays and events.

11. Increase funding for University Cross Cultural Centers or similar programs which foster positive ethnic identities and sharing amongst groups. For Pacific Islanders in particular, where ethnic invisibility can be in and of itself very stifling, these spaces are especially important in letting them be whoever they can be (exploring history, genealogy, identity, etc.) as opposed to forcing them to fit within arbitrary ethnic categories.
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