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This study investigated the parameters of a valid assessment of cognitive ability
for students of Hmong origin who are referred for suspected exceptional education
needs. Cognitiv2 ability measures included: Wechsler intelligence Test for Children-
Third Edition, Kaufman Brief Intelligence Test, Comprehensive Test of Nonverbal
Intelligance, and the Test of Nonverbal Intelligence-Third Edition. The sample
consisted of 56 Hmong students aged 6 years 4 months to 13 years 0 months.

Mean scores on instruments that measured crystallized intelligence were in
the borderline range reflecting the low verbal fluency of the students in this sample.

Mean scores on instruments that measure fiuid intelligence were in the average range.




Results revealed a high correlation between instruments supporting the constructs that
each instrument purports to measure.

One implication from this study is the clear need to include a sound nonverbal
cognitive ability measure in an assessment battery to minimize the negative effects of
low verbal fluency, cultural differences and previous learning. Careful interpretation of
assessment results is critical when making decisions regarding special education
placement and determihing appropriate academic programming for linguistically and

culturally diverse students.
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CHAPTER 1
Introduction

Dunn County, Wisconsin, is home to about 1300 Hmong (pronounced “Mung”)
residents, displaced Indochinese refugees from the Vietnam corifiict. Given that most
Mmong children have learned or are learning English as a second language, they
often encounter difficulty in educational settings. When Hmong students are referred
for psychoeducational evaluations due to educational difficuities, school assessment
personnel are continuously faced with the difficult task of assessing these linguistically
and culturally diverse students in a manner that fulfills iegal requirements and
provides fair and accurate data for the Multidisciplinary team to use in determining

whether or not a student exhibits an Exceptional Educational Need (EEN).

Statement of the Problem

School parsonnel are concerned that the current assessment techniques, which
utilize standardized tests not normed on the Hmong population, may not be sufficient
to properly icentify Hmong students with disabilities. The difficulty lies in determining
whether a student referred for a special education evaluation exhibits a disability. such
as a Learning Disability or Mild Retardation, or if the student's academic difficulties are

related to linguistic and cultural differences.

Purpose
This study was designed to investigate the parameters of a valid assessment of
cognitive ability for students of Hmong origin who are reterred for suspected

axceptional education needs.




Definition of Terms
The following definitions are supplied to assist the reader in better
understanding this report.
Crystallized Intelligence: refers to acquired skills and knowledge that are
strongly dependent for their development on exposure to culture. Crystallized
intelligence involves overlearned and well-established cognitive functions and
is related to mental products and achievements. Tasks that would measure
crystallized intelligence may include vocabulary, general information, abstract
word analogies and mechanics of language (Satler, 1988, p. 48).
Eluid Intelligence: refers to essentially nonvarbal, relatively culture-free
mental fficiency. Fluid intelligence involves adaptive and new learning
capabilities and is related to mental operations and processes. Examples of
tasks that measure fluid intelligence may include figure classifications, figural
analyses, number and letter series, matrices, and paired associates (Satler,
1988, p. 48).
Linguistically and Culturally Diverse (LCD): refers to individuals whose
language and cultural experiences are different from that of the majority of the

Anglo population.

Limitations
As parent permission was a requisite for subject participation, a random sample
was not obtained. Another limitation of this study was the restricted age range

(6 years 4 months to 13 years 0 months).




A Speclal Note

An original goal of this researcher was to prepare a document that could be
submitted for journal publication (American Psychological Association or National
Association of School Psychologists). Therefore, the format of this paper deviates from
that typically used in Field Studies. This paper will follow the format as set forth by the

Publication M | of the American Psychological ation. Fourth Edit
(American Psychological Association, 1995).




CHAPTER 2
introduction

Dunn County, Wisconsin, is home to about 1300 Hmony (pronounced “Mung’)
residents, displaced Indochinese refugees from the Vietnam conflict. Given that most
Hmong children have learned or are learning English as a second language, they
often encounter ditficulty in educational settings. When Hmong students are referred
for psychoeducational evaluations due to educational difficulties, school assessment
personnel are continuously faced with the ditficult task of assessing these linguistically
and culturaliy diverse (LCD) students in a manner that fulfills legal requirements and
provides fair and accurate data for the Multidisciplinary team to use in determining
whether or not a student exhibits an Exceptional Educational Need (EEN). The
purpose of this study was to investigate the parameters of a valid assessment of
cognitive ability for students of Hmong origin who are reterred for suspected

exceptional educaticnal needs.

Review of the Literature

The Vietnam War was nearly a 20 year conflict, which lasted from the mid 1950s
until 1975, that had momentous ramifications in Southeast Asia, the United States and
throughout the world. One such ramification was the displacement of hundreds of
thousands of Indochinese refugees to the United States, following the fall of Saigon in
1975. "The Hmong are the most recent arrivals, with over 100,000 refugees
concentrated primarily in California, Wisconsin, Minnesota, Texas and Rhode Island’

(Mclnnis, 1991, p. 571). Dunn County, Wisconsin is home to about 1,300 Hmong
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residents (Dunn County News, January 28, 1998).

The Hmong are one of sixty ethnic groups, belonging to several linguistic
families that are found in Laos. They dwell in isolated villages in mountainous
highland regions at elevations of above three thousand feet (Chan, 1994).

The Hmong were recmited to aid the United States during the Vietnam war.
Hmong mountain strongholds became radar relay stations, and Hmong guerrillas
regularly rescued downed pilots in North Vietnam and fought in battles (Moore, 1989).
Following the Vietnam war, the Lao Communist government attempted to punish and
eradicate individuals who aided the United States. In the wake of this retribution,
thousands of Hmong fled to refugee camps in Thailand (Meyers, 1992). Most families
would have preferred to return to Laos or remain in Thailand, but both countries were
either unwilling or unable to resettle them. The Hmong are unique in that they were
unwilling refugees to the United States (Mcinnis, 1991).

Hmong refugess migrated from refugee camps to western countries, including
France, Australia, Canada and the United States. The majority of refugees chose the
United States because General Pao Vang, a prominent Hmong military leader, was
granted political asylum in the United States in 1978 (Quincy, 1995).

The first group of Hmong immigrants was sponsored by churches and small
commuhities. A second, larger group of immigrants then entered the United States
after initial immigrants became citizens. This was made possible by the 1965
Immigration Act which granted naturalized citizens the “right to bring in members of
their extended families through regular immigration channels” (Quincy, 1995, p. 219).

Family ties are important to the Hmong people, extending beyond the nuclear
unit to include relatives who belong to the extended family “clan." Hmong families
belong to one of 18 clans (Mcinnis, 1991). In the United States clan names serve as

surnames and in American Hmong life the clan leaders have two roles. The first is to
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serve as a liaison between the non-Hmong and Hmong communities. The second
role is to serve as arbitrators in resolving intraclan and interclan conflict (Mcinnis,
1991). Families within a particular clan are represented by a clan leader. Hmong
society is strictly patriarchal with obligations to fathers, elder brothers, and leaders. In
traditional Hmong culture, women have no official status in the authority system.
Forming alliances between clans and providing many children are the most important
roles that women fulfill (Walker-Moftat, 1995).

Prior to 1952, the Hmong had no formal written language, therefore history was
committed to memory and shared orally from generation to generation. Yang (1992)
refers to legends of how the Hmong once had a writing system, but it was destroyed in
order to conceal it from the Han Chinese. According to this story, books were thrown
into the Yellow River and the characters were integrated into Hmong embroidery and
paj ntaub (flower cloths). French and American missionaries formalized their written
language, using a romanized alphabet in 1952 and 1953 (Walker-Moffat, 1995).

Before U.S involvement in the recruitment of Hmong as fighters, few, if any,
HMmong had any formal schooling (Vangyi, 1980). Everyone in the clan took part in the
informal teaching of children in the practical ways of their culture (Walker-Moffat,
1995). Around 1961 the United States Agency for international Development (AID)
began to build primary schools in the areas to which the Hmong had been relocated,

In Laos, formal education, like positions of leadership was reserved for men.
Hmong girls were allowed to attend school, but few did (Walker-Motftat, 1995).
Estimates were that no more than 63% of children, aged 7 to 14, were in school and by
grade six iy 11% of those students were girls (Walker-Moffat, 1995). Prior to their
arrival in the United States, many Hmong students recsived little or no formal

educational training (McNall, 1994). Parents of current Hmong students, therefore,

raceived littie or no formal education.




A high d. 4ree of support for academic success, however, is provided for by
Hmong families and the larger Hmong community (McNall, et at., 1991). McNall, et al.
(1994) surveyed a random sample of Hmong and non-Hmong students over a four
year period. Results of this study indicated that Hmong students reported more time
spent on homework per night, higher grade point averages, and a lower school drop-
out rate than their general population peers. While the Hmong community
emphasizes a separate Hmong identity, they emphasize mainstream education as a
means to success.

Given that most Hmong children have learned, or are learning English as a
second language, they often encounter difficulties in our existing educational settings.
When Hmong students are referred for psychoeducational evaiuations due to
educational difficulties, school personnel are concerned that the current assessment
techniques may not be sufficient to properly identify Hmong students with disabilities.
The difficulty lies in determining whether a student referred for a special education
evaluation exhibits a disability, such as a Learning Disability or Mild Ratardation, or if
the student's academic difficulties are related to linguistic and cuitural differences,

Thare has been little empirical research published on the use of any
standardized tests with Hmong students. Jacobs (1991) presented an ethnographic
study of four Hmang third grade students. Poor academic performance may be for
reasons other than cognitive ability including: teachers' misconceptions of students’
abilities, cultural gaps, and stress factors. Given the fact that most LCD students lsarn
better in a small group or one-to-one setting, many well-intentioned teachers opt for a
Learning Disabllities (L.D.) identification for Hmong students who are experiencing
difficulty in school. Typically, learning accelerates once the student grasps English,
but the effects of being labeled L.D. may be long reaching (Jacobs, 1991).

Assessment of cognitive abilities is conducted for several reasons, the most
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common of which is to determine eligibility for special education programs. Under
Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction guidelines, an ability assessment is
necessary for the determination of most disabilities. Through tiie Multidisciplinary
Team process, special education identifications are at least partially determined by the
student's 1.Q. score. The use of standardized 1.Q. tests to assess LCD populations has
been a controversial topic and claims that such tests are culturally biased have
received some empirical support as well as attention in several court cases (Slate and
Jones, 1993; Lam, 1993).

Concerns about the utilization of standardized intelligence tests with children of
non-European descent or non-English speaking background have long been raised
(French & Hale, 1990 in Kamphaus, 1993). Allegations of item bias and a priori
assumptions concerning a white, middle-class orientation of test content have been
prominent in professional literature and court cases (Ross-Reynolds & Reschly, p. 144,
1983). Litigation dating to the 1970 forced professionals to consider the types of
ability tests and their specific uses, when assessing LCD students. Assessment
practices were significantly impacted by several judicial decisions involving cognitive
ability testing for the assessment of minority groups, inciuding linguistically and
culturally diverse students (Holtzman & Wilkinson, 1991).

The case of Hobson vs. Hansen (1967) was one of the first court cases to
question the use of cognitive ability tests in special education placement decisions.
This case rasulted in the dissolution of a tracking system, based on group-

administered achievement tests, that resuited in a disproportionate number of African-

8




American students being placed in the “mental retardation” track (Kamphaus, 1993, p.
445). Baca and Cervantes (1984) note three of the most important cases to affect
assessment practices were Arreola v. Board of Education (1968), Diana v. State
Board of Education (1973), and Covarrubias v. San Diego Unified School District
(1970). In each of these cases, retests indicated that the plaintiff students were not
mentally rotarded and had been educationally misplaced. It was also determined that
these students suffered damage from the misplacement (Holtzman & Wilkinson, 1991).
An important outcome of the landmark Diana case was the identification of the criterion
of two standard deviations below the mean as the cut-off for ability for mental
retardation special education placement (Kamphaus, p. 446).

Following these court cases and others, Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of
1973 and Public Law 94-142, the Education for all Handicapped Children Act of 1975,
addrassed nondiscriminatory assessment standards and specified criteria for the
selaction and use of measures such as intelligence tests. Both of thase regulations
borrowed principles that resuited from earlier employment litigation. Following this
litigation, the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) developed
guidelines and regulations that a test must be specitically validated for the purpose f.or
which it is being used (Anastasi, 1988). Intalligence tests would be held to this
standard in later cases.

"During the last two decades, educators, iawyers, and legislators have argued

that current intelligence-testing proceduras with minority and Limited-English

Proficient (LEP) pupils are partially responsible for the current over representation of
9




minority youngsters in special education programs” (Jones, 1988 in Palmer, Olivarez,
Wilson & Fordyce, 1989, p. 261). Studies in response to these allegations have
focused on the isst'es of bias, including item bias, and predictive validity bias. Bias is
defined as “a tendency to produce erroneous or misleading conclusions because of
the use of data that are incomplete or drawn from a sample that is not representative of
the group studied” (Goldenson, 1984,p.97). As investigators have studied the issue of
bias for minority groups, the analysis of item bias has received increased attention. In
psychometric terms, biased items can be defined as “items for which equally able
persons from different cultural groups have different probabilities of success”
(Anastasi, 1988, p. 228).

In general, bias studies have not identified substantial evidence of bias in
modern tests of intelligence (Kamphaus, 1993). Studies regarding predictive bias
have been less conclusive. Predictive validity refers to the ability of a test, such as the
Waechsler Intelligence Scale for Children-Third Edition (WISC-IIl) (Wechsler, 1891), to
predict relevant outcomes. The most important of these outcomes is academic
achievement. Few studies have specifically addressed LCD students referred for
potential learning disabilities (LD) placement. “A critical definitional marker of
learning disabilities is the presence of a severe discrepancy between a student's
general cognitive ability and achievement. An important assumption underlying this
concept of discrepancy is that the predictive relationship between 1Q and achievement
measures is similar across students, regardless of ethnic or other demographic

differences” (Olivarez, Paimer, & Guillemard, 1992, p. 175). Investigators (Reynolds &
10
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