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support Cherry’s claim that “Catholicism has been one of, if not the single, the most culturally 

pervasive influences in the Philippines over the last four hundred years” (Cherry 2014: 16). 

According to the Pew Research Center, in 2011, the percent of Christians in the Philippines --- 

93 percent --- far exceeds that of other Asian nations such as Korea (29.3 percent), India (3 

percent), and China (5 percent). 

Spanish colonization also had an impact on Filipino languages, cuisine, and even 

surnames. During his term as Governor-General of the Philippines (1844-1849), Narciso 

Claveria y Zaldua in the “Calveria Decree of 1849” ordered all Filipinos to adopt a Spanish and 

indigenous surname from a list of surnames contained in the “Catalogo Alfabetico de Apellidos”, 

or the Alphabetical Catalogue of Surnames. To this day, Spanish surnames, among other 

remnants of colonialism, distinguish Filipinos from other Asians and, as I will discuss in a later 

chapter, are used by Filipino American youth differentiate themselves culturally from East 

Asians (Ocampo 2016). Indeed, centuries of Spanish colonization can be said to have Hispanized 

Filipino culture (Constantino 1976).  

The Spanish American War and U.S. Colonialism. Spanish rule came to an end at the end 

of the nineteenth century, when Americans took over. In 1898, the United States defeated Spain 

in the Spanish American War and took control of the Philippines under the Treaty of Paris, 

ruling the archipelago until 1946. The U.S. met great resistance from Filipinos, who fought 

against the Spanish during the Spanish American war. In the Philippines, the conflict is known as 

the “Filipino-American War,” a brutal and deadly time period from 1899 to 1902 in a war 

between the U.S. and Filipino nationalists (Francia 2010). 

The cultural landscape of the Philippines changed drastically under American occupation. 

Education, in particular, was used by the United States to rule and subjugate Filipinos. For 
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example, Filipino students were not allowed to speak their native dialect in the classroom and 

were taught in, and forced to speak, English. Education was a main vehicle of President 

Mckinley’s “Benevolent Assimilation” project, “aimed at converting the Philippines from a 

‘collection of tribes’ into an entity ready for self-government” (Guevarra 2010: 27). This project 

sought to bring Filipinos, or, as McKinley described, the “friends” of the U.S., the American 

ideology of “peace, democracy, and freedom” (Guevarra 2010: 25). Hundreds of Thomasites, 

American teachers who were sent by the United States and arrived in the Philippines on the USS 

Thomas, replaced the American soldiers who were, before, educating Filipinos in an “American-

style” way. Thomasites believed that they were not just there to teach literacy and math; they 

also aimed to inculcate democratic values and beliefs.  

Two occupational spheres emerged during the U.S. occupation: nursing and the military. 

The U.S. created nursing schools in the Philippines beginning in 1907, at first to address the 

shortage of nurses there. Training Filipino nurses was also part of the American agenda to, in the 

words of Victor Heiser, the director of health in the Philippine colony at the time, “transform 

[Filipinos] from the weak and feeble race… into the strong, healthy, and enduring people that 

they yet may become…for the successful future of the country” (as quoted in Choy 2003: 21). 

Nursing students were instructed in English and the Philippine nursing institutions implemented 

many features of American nursing, such as higher standards for admission and the 

specialization in public health nursing (Choy 2003: 49). That Filipino nurses in the Philippines 

were trained in English and by American standards were, as Catherine Ceniza Choy argues, pre-

conditions for, what later would become an incredible emigration of Filipino nurses to the U.S. 

After the Philippines gained independence from the U.S. in 1946, Filipino nurses traveled to the 

U.S. through the Exchange Visitors Program, a program created by the U.S. government that 
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allowed foreigners to come to the U.S. to work and study for two years. Between 1957 and 1966, 

about 8,000 nurses came to the U.S. from the Philippines (Guevarra 2010). 

Opportunities to join the military --- that is, only the U.S. Navy ---- were opened up to 

native Filipinos. The U.S. Navy recruited natives to enlist in the military to serve as stewards and 

mess boys (Espiritu 2003). Numbers soared from nine Filipinos in the U.S. Navy in 1903 to six 

thousand by World War I. The recruitment of Filipinos continued after Philippine independence 

in 1946 even though Filipinos were no longer colonial subjects. Through a provision in the 1947 

Military Bases Agreement created by U.S. officials, the Navy was allowed to recruit Filipino 

citizens. Enlisting in the Navy was very attractive: it offered a good salary and U.S. citizenship. 

Filipino nationals were eligible to enlist until 1992, when the Military Bases Agreement ended. 

Philippine naval bases, like Subic Bay, a major supply depot, served as recruitment and training 

centers for Filipino enlistees, as well as places where many Filipino civilians worked (Melendy 

1974; Corning 1990). The U.S. Navy stationed Filipinos outside of the Philippines, too, in cities 

like San Diego and New York in the U.S. and Okinawa in Japan (see Gavilan 2012).   

Perhaps one of the most pervasive consequences of U.S. occupation was the creation of a 

strong desire to migrate to the U.S. Filipinos learned that what was desirable was American: 

speaking in English, for example, receiving an American nursing education, and joining the U.S. 

Navy. In this way, American occupation, as some scholars argue, developed a strong “colonial 

mentality,” or, as psychologists E.J.R. David and Sumi Okasaki (2006) describe, “a form of 

internalized oppression.” Many Filipinos in the Philippines believed that success could be found 

in the U.S., the “land of milk and honey” (Silverio 2011).  

Filipino migration to the United States goes back a long time.  In 1587, Filipino seamen 

deserted a Spanish galleon ship and ended up in Moro Bay, California. The numbers, however, 
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before 1898 were small and it was not until after the Philippines became a U.S. colony that 

Filipinos began to migrate to the U.S. in significant numbers. For example, during the early 20th 

century, Filipino students sponsored by the U.S. government studied at American universities 

that included Columbia University, Harvard, and the University of Chicago, through the 

Pensionado Act of 1903 (Nadal 2009). Hundreds of pensionados, mostly men, from elite families 

in the Philippines came to the U.S. to earn college degrees, mostly in government and 

administration. The idea behind this act was that these students would be educated about the U.S. 

government and take what they learned and implement it back home in the Philippines. Most of 

these students returned to the Philippines, though some did stay in the U.S. working as menial 

laborers.   

On the other side of the spectrum came laborers, who came in large numbers beginning in 

the early 20th century until the 1940s (Nadal 2009). The colonial relationship between the 

Philippines and the U.S. facilitated Filipino migration to the U.S. during a time of immigration 

restriction. Unlike other Asian immigrants who were excluded from immigration by exclusionary 

laws --- including the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, The Gentlemen’s Agreement of 1907, and 

The National Origins Act of 1924  ---  Filipinos were able to enter the United States as U.S. 

nationals. Filipino labor filled the need for workers on grape farms in California, sugar cane 

plantations in Hawaii, and fish canneries in Alaska (see Espiritu 2003).  

However, the passing of the Tydings-McDuffie Act of 1934 limited migration from the 

islands, to a quota of 50 migrants per year (Sobredo 2018). From 1934 to 1965, Philippine 

migration declined, though an exception clause to the 1934 Act granted the Hawaiian governor at 

that time the ability to hire Filipino contract workers to fill plantation labor shortages in the state 
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(Boquet 2017). Philippine war brides, Navy recruits, and health care worker trainees also entered 

the U.S. during that period (Zong and Batalova 2018). 

The 1965 Immigration Act and its abolition of national origin quotas set in place by 

previous legislation opened the doors again to Filipino migration. The Filipino population grew 

rapidly post-1965. For example, in 1960,176,310 resided in the U.S. By 1970, this number had 

increased to 336,731 (Melendy 1974). Filipinos continue to migrate to the U.S. in large number. 

In 2016, for example, the Philippines sent the fourth highest number of immigrants to the United 

States (Jong et al. 2019). 

A study conducted by John M. Liu and his colleagues (1991) examines two migration 

chains post-1965. The first chain, occurring between 1966 and 1970, was made up mostly by 

family members of Filipinos who were already in the U.S. prior to the legislation. In this period, 

62 percent entered the U.S. through family reunification preferences, with many sponsored by 

“manongs”, or, in Tagalog, “older brothers”, who had previously come to the U.S. as laborers 

(Liu et al. 1991). In the second chain, between 1966 and 1976, Filipino migration included more 

occupational migrants: 30 percent of all Filipinos who were admitted to the U.S. in this period 

were in this category, no doubt a result of the U.S. immigration system’s preference for 

professionals. Many of the immigrants in this period came to the U.S. to meet the demand for 

health care professionals at the time; in 1973, as Liu and his colleagues (1991) highlight, 26 

percent of Filipino occupational immigrants who entered that year were health care professionals 

and their families (Liu et al. 1991). However, while the largest number of Filipino professionals 

have come to fill shortages in health care, many have also come to fill shortages in science and 

engineering as well (see Paik et al. 2016). Many Filipino immigrants, especially those hired 

before migration (like nurses), ended up residing in suburban neighborhoods. Filipino 
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immigrants today are more likely than the total foreign-born population to have strong English-

speaking skills, to become naturalized U.S. citizens, and to have health insurance (McNamara 

and Batalova 2015). 

Nurses are the most visible Filipino professionals in the U.S. According to a report 

conducted by the Migration Policy Institute, 18 percent of Filipina immigrant women in 2011 

were registered nurses (Stoney and Batalova 2013). The proportion of nurses, in general, is most 

likely higher, since there are also many Filipina licensed practical nurses, or “LPNs.” Today, the 

United States is the one of the most popular destination for nurses from the Philippines, second 

only to Saudi Arabia (Guevarra 2010).    

The Philippines continues to have a strong relationship with the United States today. For 

example, beginning in 2002, the U.S. deployed thousands of troops to the southern Philippine 

island, Mindanao, known to have inhabitants who are loyal to terrorist groups. Philippine and 

U.S. ties are also important in that both countries view China as a threat; China’s close proximity 

and potential for aggressive action poses a possible threat of Chinese expansion into the 

Philippines and for the U.S., the economic and military growth of China threatens to usurp U.S.’s 

position as the global power (see De Castro 2003). The Philippines and the U.S. also have 

economic ties as a result of the 1989 bilateral Trade and Investment Framework Agreement. 

 

The Philippines and Its Labor Export Policies 

One important factor that makes Philippines distinct from many of its neighbors is its 

labor export economy. Emigration has been very high in the Philippines because of this; India, 

South Korea, and China have more developed industries and labor export does not figure as 

largely in their economies. The World Bank reports that, in 2018, remittances from export labor 
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accounted for a huge proportion of the Philippines’ gross domestic product (GDP). At 10 percent 

of the Philippines GDP, remittances were a much larger fraction of the country’s GDP compared 

to other Asian nations; remittances accounted for less than 1 percent in China and Korea, and in 

India, less than 3 percent. Scholars have noted that the Philippines is the largest source of 

emigrant labor in Asia (Acacio 2008).  

A significant proportion of the Filipino population works overseas. For example, the 

Philippine Overseas Employment Administration reported that in 2008 over 8 million Filipinos --

- 10 percent of the Philippine population at that time --- worked outside of the Philippines 

(Rodriguez 2010). What initiated such a significantly large emigration of Filipinos was the 1974 

Labor Code (Guevarra 2010). Then-president Ferdinand Marcos attempted to address the 

country’s unemployment and balance of payment problems by capitalizing on the 1970s Middle 

East oil boom; countries in that region needed laborers for their development and infrastructure 

projects (Tyner 2000; Guevarra 2010). From the time of Marcos’ executive order, labor export 

was “institutionalized”: the government created offices, like the Overseas Employment 

Development Board and the Bureau of Employment Services, to promote and regulate emigrant 

labor. The code also enabled the Philippine government to profit from labor export; overseas 

Filipino workers, also called “OFWs,” had to go through official financial institutions to send 

money back to the Philippines. OFWs were “deployed” to Middle East countries, especially in 

the 1970s and early 1980s, but top destinations also included the United States, Hong Kong, and 

other countries in Asia (Guevarra 2010).  

The government also played an active role in shaping beliefs about labor emigration in 

Philippine society. For example, every year since 1989 the Philippine Overseas Employment 

Administration (POEA) has searched for OFWs for their “Bagong Bayani Award” or, in English, 
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“Modern-Day Hero Award.” On its website, the POEA describes the award as seeking “to 

recognize and pay tribute to our OFWs for their significant efforts in fostering goodwill among 

peoples of the world, enhancing and promoting the image of the Filipino as a competent, 

responsible, and dignified worker, and for greatly contributing to the socioeconomic 

development of their communities and our country as a whole” (quoted in Guevarra 2010: 52-

53). The Philippine government, no doubt, has profited from its efforts since the implementation 

of their labor export policies (Akter 2018).  

This emigration has been female-driven. For example, in 2004, 74 percent of OFW new 

hires were women. In 2010, women’s share of new hires continued, making up 55 percent 

(Cortes 2015). Often, these women leave spouses and children home, resulting in the global 

phenomenon of the transnational Filipino family (Cortes 2015; Parreñas 2001). No doubt the 

policies have changed Filipino values concerning family and gender; as scholar Valerie 

Francisco-Menchavez (2019) found, Filipinas in the Philippines consider migration as part of 

their maternal duty; according to Francisco-Menchavez, leaving to work abroad is considered an 

act of love for Filipino mothers. Working abroad and leaving one’s family has indeed become 

“normalized” in Philippine society (see Rodriguez 2010).  

 

Filipinos in New York City 

Prior to 1965, Filipinos were not a strong presence in New York City, though that does 

not mean that they were absent. In 1938, for example, Manila Restaurant in the area of Brooklyn 

now called DUMBO served Filipinos in the U.S. Navy who worked in the Navy Yards (Nadal 

2015). The major influx of Filipinos to New York City, however, occurred after 1965, bringing 

in a professional class of Filipino immigrants. Filipino immigrants who came to the New York 
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City area after 1965 primarily were admitted as legal residents through the third preference 

category, for professionals and scientists or artists of exceptional ability, unlike many of 

California’s post-1965 migrants who were more likely to be admitted through family 

reunification (Liu et al. 1991:493). This difference could be explained by the fact that few 

Filipinos lived in the New York-New Jersey region prior to 1960 (see Liu et al. 2001). Unlike 

California, New York was not a place where Filipino laborers could get the agricultural work 

commonly done by Filipinos on the West coast.  

The small numbers of Filipinos in the New York City area were well-educated even 

before the late 1960s. In 1960, among the 7,000 Filipinos in New York City, more than a quarter 

had earned at least a bachelor’s degree and 36 percent were in professional or technical 

occupations. Less than 3 percent of Filipinos that lived in Hawaii in the same year had jobs in 

these kinds of positions. Liu et al. (1991) argues that Filipino occupational migrants were 

strongly attracted to the New York and New Jersey areas partly because of the “active hospital 

recruitment of foreign-trained doctors and nurses” (505). Occupational migrants continued to 

flow into the New York City area after 1965. For example, a majority of Filipino migrant adults 

who entered the New York City region in 1973 --- 63 percent --- came as occupational 

immigrants (Liu et al. 1991). Health care professionals, clearly, came in large numbers in this 

time period: in 1973, 35 percent of Filipino immigrants in New York City were health care 

professionals.   

  The New York City metropolitan area ---  the five city boroughs, Long Island, New 

York’s Hudson Valley, and parts of New Jersey, Pennsylvania, and Connecticut --- now has the 

third largest Filipino population in the U.S. The American Community Survey (2017) shows that 
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over 100,000 Filipino Americans call the New York City metropolitan area their home.6 Only 

Los Angeles and San Francisco claim more (424,203 and 255,353, respectively). Filipino 

Americans are the fourth largest Asian group in the New York City area, behind Chinese, Indian, 

and Korean Americans. Filipinos make up a significant proportion of Asian Americans in the 

wider New York metropolitan area (14 percent), although a smaller proportion that is found in 

Los Angeles and San Francisco areas.  

In the next chapter, I provide more detail about the educational and occupational profile 

of Filipino immigrants and their children, but it is worth noting here some comparisons among 

Filipinos is the three main areas of the U.S. where they settle. Table 1 displays data from the 

American Community Survey (2012-2016). Filipinos in New York City area appear to have 

higher levels of human capital than Filipinos in Los Angeles and San Francisco. About two-

thirds of first-generation Filipinos in the New York City metropolitan area have earned at least a 

bachelor’s degree, compared to about half of first-generation Filipinos in the Los Angeles and 

San Francisco areas. Second-generation Filipinos in the New York City area also are more 

highly educated than their West Coast counterparts; about 60 percent are college-educated 

compared to less than 50 percent of second-generation Filipinos in Los Angeles and San 

Francisco areas.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
6 This data is based on ACS’ variable, “MET2013,” which defined New York City metropolitan area as including 

the following metropolitan divisions: Edison, NJ; Nassau-Suffolk, NJ; New York, NY, White Plains, NY, and 

Wayne, NJ; and Newark, NJ, and Union, PA.   
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Table 1. Educational Attainment of Filipinos (25 and older) by Metropolitan Area and Generation 

Metropolitan Area 
First-Generation Second-and-Higher-Generation 

Percent Weighted N Percent Weighted N 

New York, NY 67.4 121,169 61.1 33,671 

Los Angeles, CA 56.3 218,375 49.7 86,108 

San Francisco, CA 47.3 123,047 43.5 63,566 
Source: ACS 5-year estimates (2012-2016) 

Notes: Having earned at least a bachelor’s degree served as the educational attainment outcome variable. To qualify 

for as Filipino, respondents need to identify mono-ethnically as Filipino. First-generation included those who were 

born outside of the U.S. Filipinos born in the U.S. and Filipinos born outside of the U.S. but arrived by age 13 constitute 

the second-and-higher-generation group. In addition to New York City, parts of New Jersey and Pennsylvania states 

made up the New York City metropolitan area. Los Angeles, Long Beach, and Anaheim, CA made up the Los Angeles 

area and San Francisco, Hayward, and Oakland constitute the San Francisco metropolitan area.   

 

Figure 1 shows where Filipinos live in the New York City metropolitan area. A 

concentration of Filipino can be found in the New York City borough of Queens. Filipinos there 

regard a section of Roosevelt Avenue in Woodside Queens as “Little Manila,” named after the 

capital of the Philippines. Filipinos also reside in New Jersey counties across the Hudson River. 

Popular destinations include Hudson and Bergen counties. Many Filipinos call Jersey City, 

located in Hudson County, home and a Filipino business can be spotted in the “Five Corners” 

area. While most Filipinos settle in areas very close to New York City, they also live in more 

distant places in Long Island and South Jersey. Filipinos also reside in commutable areas to the 

city north of the Bronx, such as in communities in Orange and Westchester counties. 

It is also worth noting that Filipino immigrants in the New York City metropolitan area 

are more likely to speak English and to be college educated and less likely to live in ethnic 

enclaves than their Korean and Chinese counterparts (Oh and Min 2011). As Figure 1 shows, 

Filipinos are quite scattered in the New York metro area; while Filipino enclaves can be found, 

these enclaves do not compare in density and concentration as the enclaves of Chinese and 

Koreans. This helps to explain why Filipinos in the New York City area do not have the number 
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of ethnic institutions, or the kind of the ethnic economy found in their counterparts’ 

communities.  

Figure 1. Residential Patterns of Filipino Americans in New York City Metropolitan Area by 

County 

 
Source: American Community Survey (2011-2015) 

Notes: Shaded areas represent number of people identified as Filipino Alone by county. 

 

 

Conclusion 

The Philippines, as I have shown, has a unique colonial history that stands out from the 

experiences of other Asian countries. The Philippines has been deeply shaped religiously, 

linguistically, economically, and culturally by its former occupiers, Spain and the United States, 

thus creating a home country context that has influenced the streams of migration to the United 

States and the Filipino experience there. Filipinos arrive in the U.S. largely Catholic and fluent in 

English. They were able to immigrate when other Asians could not: as colonial subjects, they 

came as laborers during periods of Asian exclusion. U.S. colonialism structured opportunities for 
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Filipino workers so that nursing and the U.S. Navy became prominent avenues for upward 

mobility.  

The passage of the 1965 Immigration Act opened up the doors to the U.S. for Filipino 

migrants who, to borrow a term from scholar Catherine Ceniza Choy, were already “primed” for 

a particular kind of integration in the U.S. A great many have come as nurses who have been 

trained in the American way and as stewards in the US military. Having been taught in English, 

Filipino immigrants arrive with strong English skills. They also enter the United States with a 

strong desire to acculturate, having been inculcated with the idea that the U.S. is superior to the 

Philippines in so many ways, including culturally.  

The case of Filipino Americans in New York City is an interesting one as compared to 

cities in California, where they have settled in large numbers for a longer time. Much of Filipino 

American history in New York City has taken place after 1965; occupational migrants, important 

among them health care professionals, were prominent in Filipino migration to the city. As a 

result, Filipino migrants in the New York area are more highly educated than those in Los 

Angeles and San Francisco, the top two destinations for Filipino immigrants.  

With this as background, I now turn to Chapter 3, in which I examine the hyper-

selectivity of first-generation Filipinos in order to understand the second-generation’s 

educational outcomes. 
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Chapter 3 

Filipino Hyper-Selectivity:  

Its Quality and Effects on Second-Generation Educational Attainment 

 

While a hyper-selected group, second-generation Filipinos exhibit intergenerational 

stagnation. In this chapter, I draw from the American Community Survey (ACS) and the 

National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (Add Health) to offer clues about some of the 

factors accounting for Filipino Americans’ “lag” that will help inform the analysis of my 

ethnographic data. I specifically examine Filipino immigrant hyper-selectivity and compare it to 

that of other large Asian groups. I illustrate how Filipino hyper-selectivity is qualitatively 

different in terms of gender and post-graduate degrees; the latter factor, in particular, lowers the 

level of Filipino hyper-selectivity compared to that of their counterparts. I argue that Filipinos’ 

lower level of hyper-selectivity plays a major role in second-generation Filipinos’ educational 

decline. 

 This analysis draws on two main data sources: The American Community Survey (ACS) 

and The National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (Add Health). Each serves a different 

purpose. The ACS contains a nationally representative sample and allows us to look at variables 

like educational attainment and nativity. The ACS contains a substantial number of second-and-

higher-generation Filipino Americans (Unweighted N = 25,626; Weighted N = 240,186). As 

such, I use the ACS to compare the educational attainment of Filipino Americans and other large 

Asian American groups; I examine first-generation versus native-born populations. Add Health 

is a nationally representative longitudinal survey study. The strength of the Add Health data for 

my purposes lies in the family background data; the ACS does not have this, except for ethno-
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racial background. In addition, Add Health enables me to differentiate between first and second-

generation respondents (and not just foreign-born and native-born). The Add Health survey also 

links children with parents and also asks parents if they were born abroad or in the U.S. 

Therefore, I will be able to construct second-generation and first-generation groups. Similar to 

the ACS, Add Health also has a substantial number of second-generation Filipino Americans 

(Unweighted N = 218; Weighted N = 108,089). The drawback of Add Health is that it contains 

very small numbers of other Asian groups. Therefore, I do not differentiate between other Asian 

groups (e.g. Chinese vs. Asian Indian) and instead lumped non-Filipino Asians as “Other 

Asians.” 

 

Filipino Hyper-selectivity and Second-Generation Attainment  

 My analysis of ACS survey data shows that first-generation Filipinos’ educational 

attainment rate is comparable to that of first-generation Koreans and Chinese (Tran et al. 2019). 

Table 2 indicates that 58 percent of first-generation Filipinos have earned at least a bachelor’s 

degree, a rate about the same as that of first-generation Koreans and 8 percent higher than that of 

first-generation Chinese.  

Table 2. Educational Attainment of Adults (25-65) by Race, Ethnicity, and Nativity 

Race/Ethnicity 
First-Generation Second-and-Higher-Generation 

Percent Weighted N Percent Weighted N 

Non-Hispanic Whites   35.3 102,520,039 

Filipinos 58.0 695,664 44.2 560,013 

Chinese 50.0 941,198 72.5 663,483 

Asian Indians 79.3 1,006,221 75.0 348,689 

Koreans 57.1 355,983 67.3 308,556 
Source: ACS 5-year estimates (2012-2016) 

Notes: Having earned at least a bachelor’s degree served as the educational attainment outcome variable. Individuals 

who were born abroad an arrived in the U.S. at the age of 25 or older constituted the first-generation groups. To qualify 

for each foreign-born group, respondents needed to identify mono-ethnically and have been born in the country 

corresponding to that ethnicity (e.g. Filipinos born in the Philippines). The Chinese group was an exception; 

individuals who identified as Chinese, Taiwanese, or Chinese and Taiwanese and were born in China composed the 

Chinese population analyzed here.  
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While first-generation Filipinos’ report similar rates of educational attainment as their Chinese 

and Korean counterparts, second-and-higher-generation Filipinos display significantly lower 

rates than those of second-and-higher-generation Chinese and Koreans. Table 2 also shows that 

44 percent of second-and-higher-generation Filipinos have earned a B.A., leaving them far 

behind all other large hyper-selected second-and-higher-generation Asian groups. For example, 

second-and-higher-generation Filipinos’ rate of B.A. attainment is almost 30 percent lower than 

that of second-and-higher-generation Chinese. Based on Lee and Zhou’s argument of hyper-

selectivity, this is surprising considering that first-generation Chinese report lower rates than that 

of first-generation Filipinos. 

Table 3 shows that Add Health analyses support my ACS findings. Based on the 

education of the more highly educated parent, parents of second-generation Filipinos are more 

highly educated than the parents of second-generation non-Filipino Asians. With over 56 percent 

holding at least a B.A., parents of second-generation Filipinos are more likely to be college-

educated than parents of second-generation non-Filipino Asians. However, by Wave IV, when 

respondents of Add Health are between the ages of 25 and 34, 44 percent of second-generation 

Filipinos have earned a bachelor’s degree, a rate far lower than that of second-generation non-

Filipino Asians. By Wave IV, almost 70 percent of this group has earned a B.A.  

In addition, this data illustrate that, while non-Filipino Asians experience an increase in 

B.A. attainment in the second-generation, Filipino Americans experience a decrease. The rate of 

second-generation non-Filipino Asians holding college degrees is 20 percent more than that of 

their parents. For Filipinos, the rate of the second-generation holding college degrees is 10 less 

than that of their parents.  
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Table 3. Educational Attainment of Parents and Third-and-Higher-Generation Non-Hispanic 

White and Second-Generation Asian Children by Race/Ethnicity 

Race/Ethnicity 
Parents Children 

Percent Weighted N Percent Weighted N 

Non-Hispanic White 41.7 5,625,081 38.0 5,625,081 

Filipinos 56.5 108,089 44.3 108,089 

Non-Filipino Asians 43.5 147,470 68.9 147,470 
Source: Add Health Wave IV (2008) 

Notes: A binomial variable for having earned a B.A. by Wave IV served as the outcome variable for third-and-

higher-generation non-Hispanic whites and second-generation Asians. A binomial variable for holding at least a 

B.A. from Wave I measured parental educational attainment. The most highly educated parent determined the 

parental education. Second-generation individuals included participants born in the U.S. to at least one foreign-born 

parent and the 1.5 generation who were born abroad but arrived in the U.S. before the age of 13. Third-generation 

and higher non-Hispanic whites had two parents born in the U.S.  

 

 

Who’s Causing This Downward Trend?  

 

 For upward mobility to occur, the second-generation, on average, has to have higher rates 

of B.A. attainment than the first-generation. Table 4 shows that, among second-generation 

Filipinos who had at least one college-educated parent, only half earn a bachelor’s degree by the 

fourth wave of the survey. On the other side of the spectrum, of the adult Filipino children who 

do not have at least one college-educated parent, about a third have earned a B.A. by the fourth 

wave. While a significant proportion of second-generation Filipinos whose parents are not 

college-educated have achieved upward mobility, this proportion is not enough to make-up the 

decline among second-generation Filipinos whose parents are college-educated.  

 

Table 4. Educational Attainment of Second-Generation Filipinos by Parents’ Education 

Parents’ Education Percent Weighted N 

< BA 36.7 47,069 

BA or More 50.1 61,020 

Source: Add Health Wave I (1994-1995) and Wave IV (2008) 

Notes: A binomial variable for having earned a B.A. by Wave IV served as the outcome variable. Second-generation 

individuals included participants born in the U.S. to at least one foreign-born parent and the 1.5 generation who were 

born abroad but arrived in the U.S. before the age of 13. The most highly educated parent determined the parental 

education. 
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Table 5 shows that daughters, especially, affect the second-generation’s educational 

attainment. When compared to their first-generation counterparts, daughters show a greater 

decline than sons: 46 percent of second-generation daughters earned a B.A. by the fourth wave, 

six percent points lower than their mother’s educational attainment rate. Second-generation 

Filipino sons, however, do better than their fathers. By Wave IV, 42 percent of sons earn at least 

a B.A.; about 33 percent of their fathers hold college degrees. This suggests that the stagnation 

among second-generation Filipinos has something to do with gender.  

 

Table 5. Educational Attainment of Second-Generation Filipinos and Their Parents, by Gender 

Parents vs. Children Percent Weighted N 

Mothers 52.6 104,085 

Daughters 46.4 54,024 

Fathers 32.5 86,366 

Sons 42.1 54,065 

Source: Add Health Wave I (1994-1995) and Wave IV (2008) 

Notes: A binomial variable for having earned a B.A. by Wave IV served as the outcome variable. Second-generation 

individuals included participants born in the U.S. to at least one foreign-born parent and the 1.5 generation who were 

born abroad but arrived in the U.S. before the age of 13. Third-generation and higher non-Hispanic whites had two 

parents born in the U.S. 

 

Table 6 displays the types of educational degrees second-generation Filipinos have 

earned by Wave IV by parents’ education. A large portion of second-generation Filipino 

Americans --- no matter their parents’ educational background --- has either earned a vocational 

degree (from a trade or business school) or finished some college. In addition, about a third of 

Filipino adult children who have at least one college-educated parent finish some college, with 

most of them not currently attending school (results not presented here but available upon 

request).  
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Table 6. Educational Attainment of Second-Generation Filipinos, by Parents’ Education 

Parent 
Second-Generation 

< HS HS Vocational Some College BA or more N 

<BA .8 2.6 11.1 48.9 36.7 47,069 

BA or more .1 1.5 11.6 36.7 50.1 61,019 

Source: Add Health Wave I (1994-1995) and Wave IV (2008) 

Notes: Second-generation individuals included participants born in the U.S. to at least one foreign-born parent and 

the 1.5 generation who were born abroad but arrived in the U.S. before the age of 13. The more highly educated 

parent determined the parental education. 

 

In sum, Filipinos do not achieve upward mobility in large part because the rate of college 

graduation among the adult children has declined from what it was in advantaged homes; only 

half of the adult children who have at least one college-educated parent finish college by the 

fourth wave. The B.A. attainment rate of adult children who do not have a college-educated 

parent, unsurprisingly, does little to improve second-generation attainment levels. Filipino 

daughters exhibit a decline that sons do not, suggesting that they play a part in Filipinos’ lower 

than expected educational outcomes. Many second-generation Filipino Americans complete 

some college but are not attending school in the fourth wave, suggesting that a sizable proportion 

earn associate’s degrees. Among those who do not have B.A.s by Wave IV, a small proportion of 

second-generation Filipino Americans --- about 17 percent --- are still in school, attending 

college or a vocational or technical school. Thus, the present rate of college attainment is likely 

slightly higher today for the sample of second-generation Filipinos than it was when Wave IV of 

the survey was conducted in 2008.  

 

Occupational Attainment of First and Second-and-Higher-Generation Filipinos 

The following analysis of occupational attainment data of first- and second-and-higher-

generation Filipinos demonstrates occupational diversity among both groups but also shows that 

nursing continues to be a niche in the second-generation.  
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Table 7 displays the top five occupations among first- and second-and-higher-generation 

Filipinos. Filipino immigrants are more likely to be nurses than any other occupations. ACS data 

reveal that almost 13 percent of post-1965 immigrants are either registered, licensed, or 

vocational nurses.7 First-generation Filipino immigrant women, to be sure, have a much larger 

concentration in this profession than their male counterparts (16 percent vs. 6.4 percent), though 

it is important to note that nursing is the top occupation for both genders.  

In examining the other top occupations of Filipinos, low-level health care positions are 

also popular among immigrants. Over 10 percent of Filipino immigrant women report working in 

personal care, nursing, psychiatric, or as home health aides. Small numbers of Filipino 

immigrant men (6 percent) are also found in these occupations. Some Filipino immigrant women 

work as domestic workers (3.8 percent), while some of the men work as janitors and building 

cleaners (4.2 percent).  

 Nursing continues to be a popular profession among the second-and-higher-generation; 

the top occupation for both women and men in this group is nursing. Ten percent of the former 

and 3 percent of the latter are nurses.  None of the top jobs for second-and-higher-generation 

women and men include aide work, as is the case for the first-generation. A small share for both 

gender groups are low-status managers.8 Women and men differ in the remaining three top 

occupations. Women are secretaries, accountants and auditors, and elementary and middle school 

teachers; men are computer scientists and systems analysts, sales supervisors, and retail 

salespersons.  

 

 
7 I combined the categories “Registered Nurses” (RNs) and “Licensed Practical or Vocational Nurses.” The vast 

majority of Filipino nurses in the first- and second-and-higher-generations were RNs.  

8 According to ACS, “low-status managers” refers to “miscellaneous managers” that include “funeral service 

managers, postmasters, and mail superintendents.” 
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administrative assistants, clerks as well as postal carriers, which I will show later to be a popular 

job among Filipino immigrant men.   

 The top industries for second-and-higher-generation Filipinos also include health care 

and office and administrative support, though the latter category has a slightly higher 

concentration than the former. Fourteen percent of the second-and-higher-generation is in 

administrative support work, with women (18.3 percent) more likely to be found there than men 

(10.1 percent). The concentration of second-and-higher-generation Filipinos in this industry is 

larger than that of the first-generation.  

 The health care industry is also a top one; twelve percent of the second-and-higher-

generation are in this sector, with women (16.5 percent) found in a larger concentration than men 

(8 percent). The health care industry is one of the top industries for women, as its concentration 

is only slightly less than that of office and administrative support. For men, the concentration of 

the second-and-higher-generation in the health care is similar to those of sales (8.5 percent) and 

management (9 percent).  

 The majority of first-generation Filipinos in health care are nurses. Table 8 shows that 70 

percent of the first-generation in this area are nurses. Another sizable fraction are technicians or 

technologists; men (21.5 percent) are more likely to do this work than women (10.3 percent). 

Among first-generation office and administrative support workers, 50 percent of women and 

almost 60 percent of men are clerks. Notably 10 percent of first-generation men are postal 

carriers and over 10 percent of women are customer service representatives.  
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Table 8. Occupations of Filipinos by Industry, Occupation, Gender and Generation  

Industry Occupation 
1st-Generation 2nd-and-Higher-Generation 

All 

% 

Women 

% 

Men 

% 

All 

%  

Women 

% 

Men 

% 

Health Care 

Nurses 70.6 76.5 52.6 52.8 60.3 37.9 

Technicians/Technologists 13.0 10.3 21.5 19.5 14.9 28.5 

Therapists 6.8 5.5 10.7 9.2 8.3 10.8 

Physicians/Surgeons 6.0 4.0 12.2 8.4 6.1 13.0 

Other Doctors 1.7 1.7 1.6 4.3 4.1 4.8 

Physician Assistants 0.3 0.3 0.4 1.3 1.2 1.4 

Other 1.6 1.7 1.0 4.5 5.1 3.6 

Weighted N 125,273 94,565 30,708 68,019 45,259 22,760 

Office and 

Administrative 

Support 

Clerks 51.9 49.5 57.3 46.2 44.8 48.5 

Secretaries/Admin. Assistants 11.2 14.9 2.5 14.7 20.2 5.1 

Customer Service Rep. 9.9 10.8 7.9 12.4 11.1 14.7 

First-Line Supervisors 5.1 5.1 5.1 7.2 6.6 8.2 

Typists and Data Entry 6.1 7.3 3.2 4.7 5.2 3.9 

Postal Carriers 3.6 0.7 10.4 1.9 0.6 4.2 

Bank Tellers 2.1 2.8 0.2 1.6 2.0 1.0 

Other 10.1 8.9 13.4 11.3 9.5 14.4 

Weighted N 73,121 51,235 21,886 79,144 50,188 28,956 

Source: ACS 5-year estimates (2012-2016) 

Notes: Individuals who were born abroad an arrived in the U.S. at the age of 25 or older constituted the first-generation 

groups. To qualify as first-generation, respondents needed to identify mono-ethnically as Filipino and have been born 

in the Philippines. U.S.-born respondents and foreign-born respondents who entered the U.S. prior to age 13 qualified 

as belonging to second-generation or higher groups. Respondents needed to identify mono-ethnically as Filipino and 
have been born in one of the 50 U.S. states. The nursing category included registered nurses and licensed practical 

and vocational nurses. “Other Doctors” were occupations in which a doctoral degree was necessary (e.g. chiropractor, 

pharmacist, and dentist). The “other” category under the health care industry were all mid- or low-level occupations 

that included health diagnosing and treating practitioners not specified in the ACS and dental hygienists. In the office 

and administrative support category, “Other” occupations were low-level ones in which concentrations of workers 

were low. These occupations included gaming cage workers, bill and account collectors, interviewers, and dispatchers.  

 

Second-and-higher-generation Filipinos in the health care field, like the first-generation, 

are most likely to be nurses. Sixty percent of women in health care and almost 40 percent of men 

are in nursing. The proportion of health care workers who are technicians or technologists has 

grown among the second-and-higher-generation. While 21 percent of first-generation men in 

health care are technicians or technologists, almost 30 percent of second-and-higher-generation 

men are. Many women, too, have chosen this path; 15 percent of second-and-higher-generation 

health care workers are technicians or technologists.  

 Among health care workers, the second-and-higher-generation are thus overwhelmingly 

likely to be nurses or technical workers. A much smaller proportion are doctors; 8.4 percent are 
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physicians or surgeons. Very few are physician assistants (1.3 percent) which does not require as 

much schooling as becoming a physician does but pays more than a nurse does. Comparing the 

rate of physicians among other second-and-higher-generation hyper-selected Asian groups to that 

of Filipinos reveals a disparity in occupational attainment: among those who are in the health 

care industry, 37 percent of Chinese, 50 percent of Asian Indians, and 35 percent of Koreans are 

physicians or surgeons (results not shown but available upon request). While 50 percent of 

second-and-higher-generation Filipino health care workers are nurses, a much smaller percent 

are in the three other hyper-selected Asian groups are nurses: 17.7 percent, 14.9 percent, and 

21.7 percent, respectively.  

 

 This data show that the second-generation is concentrated in professions that are either 

mid-level or low-level. In health care, they are likely to be nurses, technicians, or technologists 

and in the office and administrative support field, many are clerks and secretaries. The data on 

second-and-higher-generation Filipinos in the management field also reveal that they tend to be 

in low-level positions; 30 percent of them in management are low-status managers. In addition, 

among the second-and-higher-generation of large hyper-selected Asian groups, Filipinos are the 

least likely to be CEOs; for example, 7 percent of Korean and Asian Indian managers are CEOs 

compared to 3.6 percent of Filipinos.  

 

An Intervention: A More In-Depth Look at Filipino Hyper-selectivity 

  The data discussed above lead to questions regarding Lee and Zhou’s conceptualization 

of hyper-selectivity and its effects on second-generation Asian achievement. That second-

generation Filipinos do not experience upward mobility as other large hyper-selected second-
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generation Asian groups have begs a re-evaluation of how hyper-selectivity is defined. I propose 

two other ways to analyze hyper-selectivity --- by gender and by post-B.A. degree attainment. 

 Lee and Zhou (2015) measure hyper-selectivity by the rate of B.A. attainment among 

immigrants in an ethnic group. It does not take into account gender differences in educational 

attainment. Table 9 examines ACS data on B.A. attainment by ethnicity and gender. It reveals 

that first-generation Filipino women are more highly educated than their male counterparts; in 

contrast, first-generation men in all other large hyper-selected Asian populations are more highly 

educated than their female counterparts. Thus, it can be said, that Filipino hyper-selectivity is 

unique in that it is driven by its female migrants, undoubtedly because of a sizable number with  

nursing degrees. 

 

Table 9. Educational Attainment of Adults (25-65) by Race, Ethnicity, and Gender 

Race/Ethnicity Women Weighted N Men Weighted N 

U.S.-Born Non-Hispanic Whites 37.0 51,460,484 33.6 51,059,555 

First-Generation Filipinos 59.8 443,612 55.0 252,052 

First-Generation Chinese 46.8 532,183 54.1 409,015 

First-Generation Asian Indians 74.9 465,099 83.0 541,122 

First-Generation Koreans 51.5 209,009 65.0 146,974 

Source: ACS 5-year estimates (2012-2016) 

Notes: Having earned at least a bachelor’s degree served as the educational attainment outcome variable. Analysis 

included adults ages 25-65. Individuals who were born abroad an arrived in the U.S. at the age of 25 or older 

constituted the first-generation groups. To qualify for each foreign-born group, respondents needed to identify mono-

ethnically and have been born in the country corresponding to that ethnicity (e.g. Filipinos born in the Philippines). 

The Chinese group was an exception; individuals who identified as Chinese, Taiwanese, or Chinese and Taiwanese 

and were born in China composed the Chinese population analyzed here.  

 

 

Table 10 further demonstrates the significance of a female-driven hyper-selectivity 

among Filipinos. The bulk of first-generation Filipino women (52 percent) have earned just a 

B.A. while a bulk of first-generation men from all other large Asian hyper-selected groups have 
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earned beyond a B.A. (i.e. master’s, professional, or doctoral degrees). About 8 percent of first-

generation Filipino women hold post-B.A. degrees compared to compared to 40 percent of first-

generation Chinese, 45 percent of Asian Indian, and 32 percent of Korean men. Based on this 

data, Filipinos’ report the lowest level of hyper-selectivity among the largest hyper-selected 

Asian groups.  

 

Table 10. Educational Attainment (Ages 25-65), by Race, Ethnicity, Gender, and Degree 

Race/Ethnicity Gender <B.A. B.A. >B.A. Weighted N 

U.S.-Born Non-Hispanic Whites All  64.7 22.8 12.6 102,520,039 

 Women 63.0 23.5 13.6 51,460,484 

 Men 66.4 22.0 11.6 51,059,555 

First-Generation Filipinos All 50.0 49.7 8.3 695,664 

 Women 40.2 51.6 8.2 443,612 

 Men 45.0 46.5 8.5 252,052 

First-Generation Chinese All 50.1 17.9 32.1 941,198 

 Women 53.2 20.6 26.2 532,183 

 Men 45.9 14.4 39.6 409,015 

First-Generation Indians All  20.8 37.3 42.0 1,006,221 

 Women 25.1 36.4 38.5 465,099 

 Men 17.0 38.0 45.0 541,122 

First-Generation Koreans All  42.3 34.7 22.4 355,983 

 Women 48.5 35.9 15.7 209,009 

 Men 35.0 33.1 31.9 146,974 

Source: ACS 5-year estimates (2012-2016) 

Notes: Having earned at least a bachelor’s degree served as the educational attainment outcome variable. Analysis 

included adults ages 25-65. Individuals who arrived in the U.S. at the age of 25 or older constituted the foreign-born 

groups. To qualify for each foreign-born group, respondents needed to identify mono-ethnically and have been born 

in the nation corresponding to that ethnicity (e.g. Filipinos born in the Philippines). The Chinese group was an 

exception; individuals who identified as Chinese, Taiwanese, or Chinese and Taiwanese and were born in China 

composed the Chinese population analyzed here.  
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The Add Health analysis, too, shows that Filipino hyper-selectivity is female-driven. 

Table 11 illustrates that, among parents of second-generation Filipinos, mothers are more highly 

educated than fathers; over 50 percent of the former have a B.A. compared to 33 percent of the 

latter. The opposite is true among parents of second-generation non-Filipino Asians; fathers are 

more highly educated than mothers. 

 

Table 11. Parental Educational Attainment of Second-Generation Asians and Third-and-Higher-

Generation Non-Hispanic Whites 

Race/Ethnicity Mothers Weighted N Fathers Weighted N  

Non-Hispanic White 28.1 5,573,618 32.1 5,507,670 

Filipino 52.6 104,085 32.5 86,366 

Non-Filipino Asian 28.0 131,234 39.2 133,923 
Source: Add Health Wave I (1994-1995) and Wave IV (2008) 

Notes: Having earned at least a bachelor’s degree served as the educational attainment outcome variable. Second-

generation individuals included participants born in the U.S. to at least one foreign-born parent and the 1.5 

generation who were born abroad but arrived in the U.S. before the age of 13.  

 

What is astounding, though, is that even though, on average, non-Filipino Asian 

immigrant mothers and fathers in the Add Health data have lower rates of educational attainment 

than those of their Filipino counterparts, the former’s children, as described above, are still more 

likely to earn a college degree by the fourth wave than second-generation Filipino Americans. To 

say this in another way, the disadvantaged non-Filipino Asians second-generation have higher 

levels of attainment than the advantaged Filipino second-generation.  

 

 Another important finding concerns the occupations of college-educated parents in Add 

Health (data not displayed here but available upon request). College-educated mothers of 

second-generation Filipinos are less likely to hold elite occupations --- i.e. doctor, lawyer, and 

scientist --- than college-educated fathers of second-generation non-Filipino Asians. College-

educated mothers of second-generation Filipinos are far less likely to hold elite professions (i.e. 
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doctor, lawyer, or scientist) than college-educated fathers of second-generation non-Filipino 

Asians. While a quarter of the latter group are elite professionals, only 1 percent of the former 

are. The occupational data on college-educated mothers of second-generation Filipinos reveals 

an even more significant finding: these mothers, who drive Filipino hyper-selectivity, 

concentrate in vocational work. When examining type of work of B.A.-holding mothers of 

second-generation Filipinos, the largest proportion --- over 30 percent --- are vocational 

professionals, i.e. nurses and teachers. Thus, bearing in mind that Asian hyper-selectivity is 

gendered, male elite professionals constitute non-Filipino Asian hyper-selectivity, while female 

vocational professionals constitute Filipino hyper-selectivity.  

 Examining gender, post-B.A. degree completions, and occupation among hyper-selected 

Asian groups illustrates that Filipino hyper-selectivity is different than that of their Asian 

counterparts. That Filipino hyper-selectivity is female-driven lowers the level of hyper-

selectivity of this group compared to the male-driven hyper-selectivity of other Asians. Filipino 

hyper-selectivity is based on Filipina women who have earned just a B.A. and who work as 

vocational professionals. Perhaps that is one reason why so many second-generation Filipino 

Americans appear to be gravitating to vocational schools.  

 

Effects of Hyper-Selectivity and Ethnicity on Second-Generation Outcomes 

 The descriptive analyses above inform the following examination of second-generation 

Filipino Americans’ odds of earning a B.A. by Wave IV. I test how parental education, as well as 

factors typically included by immigration scholarship--- age, gender, and household structure--- 

affect second-generation Filipinos’ chances of completing a bachelor’s degree. I also look at 

number of children respondents have by Wave IV. A large number of studies have emphasized 
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the importance of family relations in Filipino American culture (e.g. Agbayani-Siewert 1994; 

Wolf 1997; Root 2005). In particular, Filipinos, both in and outside of the U.S., value family 

reproduction --- i.e. having children, no doubt a lasting effect of Catholicism on Filipino culture. 

I also examine the effects of attending a non-public school. In the case of Filipino Americans, 

immigrant parents frequently send their children to Catholic schools because, in part, their 

concern with the safety and moral upbringing of their children in the U.S., as well as the ability 

of many Filipino parents to pay tuition due to their incomes (see Priest 2006). I conduct the same 

analysis on second-generation non-Filipino Asians and third and higher generation non-Hispanic 

whites to compare the effects the factors described here have on their odds of earning a B.A. I 

am particularly concerned with the role parental education and occupation has on educational 

outcomes among the second-generation, given the hyper-selectivity literature. For parental 

education, I differentiate parental education between those with graduate degrees and those with 

only a bachelor’s degree. For parental occupation, I divide this group into three categories: elite 

professionals, B.A.-holding vocational professional, and other.  

 I also study second-generation Filipinos and non-Filipino Asians and third-and-higher-

generation non-Hispanic whites to, in part, parse out the effect ethnicity has --- or does not have -

-- on the odds of earning a B.A. by Wave IV. In addition, I wish to learn if Filipinos have an 

educational advantage over non-Hispanic whites --- the U.S.-born reference group. While hyper-

selectivity literature grounds itself in how second-generation groups’ educational attainment vis-

à-vis the average American, scholarship has also highlighted the fact that second-generation 

Asians’ are more highly educated than native whites (see Lee and Zhou 2015). Second-

generation Filipinos’ educational decline suggests that Filipino ethnicity may have a different --- 
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and weaker --- effect on attainment than that of a non-Filipino ethnicity, at least as Filipino and 

non-Filipino Asian attainment compares to that of non-Hispanic whites. 

 Table 12 displays the separate analyses I conduct on the effects of demographic factors 

(age and gender), parental, household, and high school characteristics, and number of children 

have on the odds of second-generation Filipinos and non-Filipino Asians and third-and-higher-

generation non-Hispanic whites completing a college degree by the fourth wave. All factors  --- 

except for number of siblings --- significantly affect the odds of earning a B.A. by Wave IV for 

all groups, with the exception of attending a non-public high school for second-generation non-

Filipino Asians. 

Age and gender have a significant, positive effect on the odds of non-Hispanic whites and 

second-generation Filipinos in earning a B.A. degree by the fourth wave. Being female increases 

second-generation non-Filipino Americans’ chances of completing a college degree more than it 

does for second-generation Filipinos and non-Hispanic whites. Age has a significant, negative 

impact on non-Filipino Asians’ odds, though minimally.  

Parental education affects the odds of earning a college degree for all three groups. 

Among second-generation Filipinos, those having a parent with a graduate degree are 8.708 

times more likely than those with no parent having a college degree. This odds ratio is greater 

than those of second-generation non-Filipino Asians and non-Hispanic whites. Having a college-

educated parent has a significant, positive effect on second-generation Filipinos’ odds of 

completing college (1.787) but this odd ratio is less than those of the two other groups.  
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Table 12. Logistic Regression of Educational Attainment by Race/Ethnicity  

Variable 

2nd-Gen 

Filipinos 

2nd-Gen 

Non-Filipino Asians 

3rd+-Gen 

Non-Hispanic Whites 

Odds Ratio 

(S.E.) 

Odds Ratio 

(S.E.) 

Odds Ratio 

(S.E.) 

(Constant) .156*** 7.558*** 0.18*** 

 (.137) (.160) (.014) 

Age 1.033*** .963*** 1.106*** 

 (.005) (.005) (.000) 

Female 1.174*** 2.652*** 1.842*** 

 (.016) (0.018) (.002) 

Post-B.A. Parent 8.708*** 8.411*** 5.823*** 

 (.026) (.027) (.003) 

B.A.-Only Parent 1.787*** 2.537*** 3.340 

 (.016) (.024) (.002) 

Elite Professional .857*** 2.296*** 1.845*** 

 .033 (.043) (.004) 

B.A. Vocational Prof. 3.878*** 6.199*** 1.151*** 

 (.034) (.089) (.003) 

One-Parent Household .079*** .879*** .440*** 

 (.108) (.023) (.006) 

Siblings Grew Up With 1.006 .918*** 1.000 

 (.007) (.005) (.001) 

Number of Children .501*** .372*** .550*** 

 (.010) (.008) (.003) 

Attended Non-Public HS 4.614*** .684*** 1.833*** 

 (.021) (.029) (.003) 

-2 Log Likelihood 121,877.53 115,735.65 8,509,809.3 

Weighted N 110,608 144,458 7,744,309 

Source: Add Health Wave 1 (1994-1995); Add Health Wave IV (2008) 

Notes: Second-generation Filipinos included participants who identified as Filipino, had at least one foreign-born 

parent, and were either born in the U.S. or were born outside of the U.S. but arrived before age 13. The analysis 

utilized a binomial variable in which earning at least a B.A. by Wave IV equaled 1. The most highly-educated parent 

determined the parental education. Parents without a HS degree constituted the reference group among parental 

educational groups. Elite Professional included parents who were categorized as “Professional 1” which included 

doctors, lawyers, and scientists. Vocational Professional were parents who were labeled teachers, librarians, and 

nurses; this category only included parents who have earned a bachelor’s degree. The reference group for parental 

occupation includes parents with no college degree who work in all other non-professional occupations. The 

reference group for one-parent households included households that contained both parents and other non-two-

parent households. Household data from Wave I informed the number of siblings. “Number of Children” originate 

from Wave IV. 

***p<.001, **p<.01, *p<.05 
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Having a parent who works in an elite profession --- defined by Add Health as a doctor, 

lawyer, or scientist --- does not increase the odds of completing a B.A. for second-generation 

Filipinos, controlling for parental education. With an odds ratio of .857, the chances of second-

generation Filipinos earning a college degree actually decreases if at least one parent works as an 

elite professional. However, for second-generation non-Filipino Asians and non-Hispanic whites, 

having an elite parent significantly increases their odds. Having a B.A.-holding vocational parent 

helps all three groups; second-generation non-Filipino Asians’ odds increase the most, followed 

by second-generation Filipinos, and, last, non-Hispanic whites. 

 Family structure affects second-generation Filipinos’ odds of earning a B.A. as well. 

Living in a one-parent household significantly decreases second-generation Filipinos’ odds 

(Odds Ratio = .079). A similar pattern is found in the other two groups, which were also 

significantly, negatively, affected by one-parent households.  Number of siblings did not have a 

significant effect on second-generation Filipinos’ chances of earning a BA.  

 What does significantly affect these chances in all three groups is the number of children 

a person has by Wave IV. Second-generation Filipinos’ odds of completing college by Wave IV 

were cut in half for each child they had. The effects of number of children were similar for non-

Hispanic whites. Second-generation non-Filipino Asians’ odds are also significantly affected by 

number of children but their odds ratio (.372) was lower than that of second-generation Filipinos.  

 Type of high school --- public versus private --- appears to really help second-generation 

Filipino Americans; second-generation Filipinos who attended a private high school are more 

than four times more likely to have completed a college degree by Wave IV than second-

generation Filipinos who attended a public high school.  Having attended a private high school is 

significant for non-Hispanic Whites but their odds ratio (1.833) is less than that of second-
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generation Filipinos. Attending a private school had an opposite effect on second-generation 

non-Filipino Asians: it significantly decreased their odds (.684).  This may be the case because 

many non-Filipino Asians gain admission to competitive public schools (Lee and Zhou 2015).  

 Table 13 adds ethnicity to the analysis and examines all three groups together. The first 

model tests the effects being a second-generation Filipino and non-Filipino Asian has on the 

odds of earning a college degree. Both of these factors are significant. Being a second-generation 

Filipino American --- and not non-Hispanic white --- significantly increases the odds of 

graduating from college by Wave IV. While Filipino ethnicity has a positive effect, the effect is 

less than that of a non-Filipino Asian ethnicity. The odds ratio for Filipino ethnicity is 1.274, 

while the odds ratio for non-Filipino Asian ethnicity is 4.787.  

The second model includes demographic, household, and parental factors, in addition to 

ethnicity. All variables in the model are statistically significant. When controlling for these 

variables, Filipino ethnicity now has a significant, negative effect. The odds ratio decreased from 

1.274 in the first model to .966 in this model. In contrast, adding the addition controls increased 

the odds ratio for non-Filipino Asian ethnicity to 5.863. This suggests that the effects of Filipino 

ethnicity in the first model are in part accounted for by age, gender, and their parental and family 

characteristics.  

The third model adds two variables, number of children and attending a private school. 

Filipino ethnicity continues to have a significant negative impact on the odds of completing 

college by the fourth wave; the odds ratio decreased to .835. A non-Filipino Asian ethnicity, 

however, consistently has a significant positive effect on the odds for second-generation non-

Filipino Asians (5.696). This suggests that the advantages that second-generation Filipinos have 

over non-Hispanic whites has in large part to do with second-generation Filipinos' 
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socioeconomic background: the professions and education of their parents, family household 

structure, and the type of school they attend.  

 

Table 13. Logistic Regression of Educational Attainment among Second-Generation Filipino and 

Non-Filipino Asians and Third-and-Higher-Generation Non-Hispanic Whites 

Variable 

 

Model 1 

Odds Ratio 

(S.E.) 

Model 2 

Odds Ratio 

(S.E.) 

Model 3 

Odds Ratio 

(S.E.) 

(Constant) .621*** .071*** .020*** 

 (.001) (.013) (.014) 

2nd-Generation Filipinos vs. NH Whites  1.274*** .966*** .835*** 

 (.006) (.007) (.007) 

2nd-Generation NF Asians vs. NH Whites  4.787*** 5.863*** 5.696*** 

 (.006) (.007) (.007) 

Age  1.045*** 1.103*** 

  (.000) (.000) 

Female  1.477*** 1.841*** 

  (.002) (.002) 

Post-B.A. parent   6.897*** 5.810*** 

  (.003) (.003) 

B.A.-Only Parent  3.712*** 3.296*** 

  (.002) (.002) 

Elite Professional   1.940*** 1.850*** 

  (.004) (.004) 

B.A. Vocational Professional  1.151*** 1.168*** 

  (.003) (.003) 

One-Parent Household   .452*** .463*** 

  (.005) (.005) 

Siblings Grew Up With  .969*** .993*** 

  (.004) (.001) 

Number of Children   .545*** 

   (.001) 

Attended Non-Public HS   1.854*** 

   (.003) 

-2 Log Likelihood 10,624,297.0 9,247,332.1 8,762,346.1 

Weighted N 7,999,375 7,999,375 7,999,375 
Source: Add Health Wave 1 (1994-1995); Add Health Wave IV (2008) 

Notes: The second-generation included participants had at least one foreign-born parent and were either born in the 

U.S. or were born outside of the U.S. but arrived before age 13. The analysis utilized a binomial variable in which 

earning at least a B.A. by Wave IV equaled 1. The most highly-educated parent determined the parental education. 

Parents without a HS degree constituted the reference group among parental educational groups. The reference 

group for parental occupation includes parents with no college degree who work in all other non-professional 

occupations. The reference group for one-parent households included households that contained both parents and 

other non-two-parent households.  Household data from Wave I informed the number of siblings. The variable 

“Number of Children” originates from Wave IV. 

***p<.001, **p<.01, *p<.05 
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Discussion 

 The logistic regression analyses reveal important distinctions between Filipinos and non-

Filipino Asians. Second-generation Filipinos benefit less from gender (i.e. being female) than 

non-Filipino Asians do. Scholars have found that gender, has in particular, boosted immigrant 

children’s performance in school; for example, research shows that parents use school to control 

their daughters’ behavior and to keep them safe from, what parents perceive, the dangers of 

American society and culture (e.g. drugs, sex, unwanted pregnancy) (see Lopez 2002; Espiritu 

2001).  

 Having a post-B.A. parent appears to have a significant effect on second-generation 

Filipinos’ odds of completing a college degree by Wave IV. Having “just” a B.A. parent also 

increases Filipinos’ odds of completing a college degree by Wave IV but not as much as having 

a post B.A. parent did.  While having a professional parent matters for non-Hispanic whites and 

non-Filipino Asians, having an elite professional significantly decreases second-generation 

Filipinos’ odds. It is unclear why this is so.  Perhaps it is  partly because second-generation 

Filipinos who come from elite professional family backgrounds feel less need to make-up for 

their parents’ occupational status losses as a result of migration to the United States or do not 

feel an urgency to earn a college degree given the financial and family stability their parents’ 

occupation affords them (see Louie 2012; Lee and Zhou 2015).   

 

 Other important findings emerge from the final analyses. Filipino ethnicity does not 

benefit second-generation Filipinos’ educational attainment, while non-Filipino Asian ethnicity 

consistently significantly increases second-generation non-Filipino Asians’ odds of completing 

college by Wave IV, even when controlling for variables such as parental education, household 
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structure, and attending a non-public high school. This suggests that something about being 

Filipino produces unequal educational outcomes between Filipinos and other Asian Americans. 

 

Conclusion 

 My findings suggest that gender, ethnicity, and occupation are three factors accounting 

for Filipino hyper-selectivity and second-generation achievement. This is puzzling given that 

Filipino hyper-selectivity is female-driven. Therefore, there might be other cultural factors that 

lead to these lower than expected outcomes. I discuss this possibility further in Chapter 5.  

Something about being Filipino disadvantages their achievement vis-à-vis non-Filipino 

Asians. Filipino ethnicity can encompass multiple ethnic dimensions, including culture, race, 

identity, co-ethnic networks and more (see Zhou 2005). In Chapter 6, I discuss one component of 

Filipino ethnicity --- being racialized as non-East Asians --- as one factor that affects Filipino 

achievement.  

 Filipino hyper-selectivity is based on college-educated Filipina vocational professionals. 

It appears their hyper-selectivity does not lead to upward mobility but horizontal --- or even 

downward --- mobility. This may be due to the fact that presumably Filipina nurses make-up the 

largest group of college-educated Filipinos. A vocationally-based hyper-selectivity may lead the 

second-generation to choose vocational careers, which do not always need bachelor’s degrees. I 

further examine this point in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 4 

 

Niches: Occupational Success and Ethnic Capital 

 

 

Lee and Zhou imply that all middle-class Asian immigrants --- and those in the 

communities they belong to --- believe that occupational success is predicated on becoming a 

doctor, lawyer, scientist, engineer, or other elite professional. Yet the middle-class Filipino 

immigrant parents and the youth I met believe that a completely different occupation --- and a 

lower-status, lower paying occupation, at that --- leads to success: nursing. What accounts for 

this difference?  

I argue that the labor market incorporation of many Filipino immigrants as nurses in the 

U.S. --- and the manner of their subsequent integration into the American middle-class --- has led 

to the development of an ethnic-specific success frame: to be successful means becoming a 

nurse. Filipino immigrant nurses have come to symbolize Filipino success in the U.S., as these 

nurses have a stable career, make “good” money, and receive health benefits and a pension. 

Members of Filipino communities consider nurses to be among the Filipino elite, and, 

consequentially, are regarded as high-status professionals.   

As Lee and Zhou point out in their study, frames of success alone do not account for 

mobility outcomes; the second-generation's ability to capitalize on information, resources, and 

support available to them as members of their respective ethnic communities, what has been 

called ethnic capital, is also important. Ethnic capital refers to the information, resources, and 

services available to members of immigrant communities, as well as cultural attitudes and values 

concerning mobility (Lin and Zhou 2005; Zhou and Kim 2006). For Filipino Americans, the fact 

that nurses constitute part of their dense ethnic networks has produced ethnic capital that 
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ultimately bolsters many of the second-generation’s aspirations to become nurses. The second-

generation, both the young men and women, turns to nurses in their communities --- i.e. their 

parents, their parents’ friends, and their older second-generation friends --- for information and 

guidance regarding nursing and other mid-level health care work; these nurses also act as role 

models whom many of the second-generation wish to emulate. Filipino nurses in the U.S. 

demonstrate the success one can achieve in the health care profession. Because of this, second-

generation Filipinos and their parents see other mid-level professions in this field, like technician 

occupations and physical therapists, as other viable options to consider.  

Another niche --- the U.S. Navy --- also has an influence on youths’ aspirations. Filipinos 

in the navy, while smaller in numbers and less visible than nurses, illustrate another occupational 

path for the second-generation. Filipino military veterans and active service members, like 

nurses, serve as role models for youth, especially for young men, and provide key information on 

the benefits of and ways of joining the military. The promise of a debt-free college education, as 

well as the respect and status they would receive in their respective ethnic communities, draw 

second-generation youth to seriously consider enlisting. In addition, as many of the youth come 

from families with extensive histories of military service, joining the military is also seen as 

continuing a family legacy. 

Of course, not all niches have the kinds of effects nursing does for Filipino Americans. 

Just because an immigrant niche exists does not mean that it will influence frames of success and 

ethnic capital. It matters what kind of niche it is. After all, among Filipino immigrants, domestic 

work is another occupational niche (Francisco-Menchavez 2018). Not surprisingly the Filipinos I 

met in my research did not see domestic work as a path to or sign of success. While many 

Filipino workers --- primarily women --- come from the Philippines as domestic workers due to 
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its relatively good pay vis-à-vis what they would receive back home, Filipino Americans do not 

consider this line of work desirable, as it does not promise financial stability and status. It is in 

good part because becoming a nurse does promise financial stability and respectability that the 

Filipino nursing niche has had a profound effect on Filipinos’ beliefs about success. In other 

words, and more generally, the significance of an occupational niche for second-generation 

mobility depends, on its socioeconomic and status characteristics. 

 

Ethnic Capital and Its Relationship to Mobility and Achievement  

Before elaborating on these points, it is useful to begin with a brief discussion of ethnic 

capital and its effects on the second-generation. Much of the literature on Asian American 

achievement involves an understanding of ethnic capital as it relates to intergenerational 

mobility. This understanding of ethnic capital is rooted in George Borjas’s analysis of the 

concept.  Borjas examined the effects of the average human capital level of an ethnic group --- 

determined by fathers’ occupation and educational level of that group --- on the second-

generation’s educational attainment and wages (Borjas 1992). Many researchers, including Lee 

and Zhou, understand ethnic capital in this way, i.e. in its relationship with mobility (see also 

Vallejo 2009; Lin and Zhou 2005; Crul et al. 2017; Fleischmann et al. 2013).  

However, other scholars utilize ethnic capital in considering attainment of members of an 

ethnic group relative to members of the majority group. For example, Tariq Modood (2004) 

argues that second-generation British South Asian and Chinese are more likely to attend college 

than their native white counterparts, in part, because the second-generation has internalized their 

communities’ educational values. A recent piece by Oshin Khachikian and Nina Bandelj 

(2019:2) defined ethnic capital in a more general way, as the “potential for immigrants and their 
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children to secure benefits by virtue of membership in co-ethnic social networks of co-ethnic 

social structures.”  

In my discussion of ethnic capital, I primarily utilize a mobility lens in which I compare 

the second-generations’ potential educational and occupational outcomes to those of the first-

generation. To put this another way, I examine the chances of the second-generation to achieve 

higher levels of education and higher status occupations than the first-generation, that is, 

mobility. I am also interested in the second-generation’s potential academic and occupational 

attainment relation to those of East Asians, as discussed by Lee and Zhou. Thus, I examine 

mobility and attainment: My examination of the occupational aspirations of second-generation 

Filipino American youth indicates potential --- and I suspect likely --- lateral or downward 

intergenerational mobility, as well as lower educational and occupational attainment vis-à-vis 

East Asian groups.9  

 

Influencing the Frame: Nurses as Symbols of Filipino Success  

The parents and youth I met considered Filipinos, in general, as a successful group in the 

U.S. and often pointed to Filipino nurses as proof of that. For example, Christopher Morales, a 

college freshman pursuing engineering, believed that Filipinos were doing well as exemplified 

by the nurses among them: “There are Filipino moms who are nurses and I know nursing pays 

money… Filipinos are pretty high-status here in the U.S.” Nursing does, indeed, pay relatively 

well. The Bureau of Labor Statistics reported that in 2018, the average registered nurse in the 

state of New York earned $85,610 a year, which is considerably more than what the average 

New Yorker made.10 In addition, working in unionized hospitals and nursing homes (1199 SEIU 

 
9 Refer to Tran et al. (2019) for a longer discussion on mobility versus attainment. 

10 The BLS reported that in 2018, the annual mean wage of New York state residents was $61,870. 
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is the major health care union) in New York City brings many benefits for nurses, including a 

pension, health care coverage, and subsidized arts and sports programs for dependents. 

Youth frequently pointed to their parent who was a nurse as an example of Filipino 

success. Zeus Sabangan, also a college freshman, described his mom, Carmen, as a “superhero”: 

“My mom does C-sections [at one hospital]… She’s a nurse manager in labor and delivery at 

[another hospital]. She’s a normal nurse in labor and delivery at [a third hospital]. She works at 

three hospitals. My mom is a superhero.” Katie Inocencio, similarly, said, “My mom is the 

powerhouse [in our family]. She works two jobs… She’s a nurse in two hospitals… She used to 

work seven days a week but, just recently she’s working just five days a week.” The head of a 

Filipino basketball organization, the North American Filipino Basketball Organization 

(NAFBO), I worked with, Tito Melendez, told me that many of the young players who are older 

have become “successful” as nurses. And many Filipino youth have nurses in the family -- which 

is not surprising given how common this occupation is among Filipino immigrants. The 

occupational data I discussed in Chapter 3 showed that 16 percent of Filipino immigrant women 

worked as nurses. In many of the families I interviewed, if the mother was the breadwinner, she 

was a nurse. As in the quotes above, mothers who were nurses were seen as successful because 

they worked very hard (working more than one job was typical for Filipino nurses). Nurses were 

also admired because they were seen as very smart. For example, Erica Rayos Del Sol whose 

mom is a nurse explained that her mother’s nursing program was very competitive: “It was one 

of those pyramid programs where every year, they cut people out. Like, she graduated with nine 

other people. The struggle with having to study everyday.” 

The Filipinos I met consider nurses as successes in their communities, and the Filipino 

nurses themselves typically feel successful when comparing themselves to their non-Filipino co-
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workers. Some participants drew on Filipinos’ supervisory nursing roles to show how they have 

succeeded compared to their non-Filipino peers. Carmen Sabangan explained that she has 

excelled at nursing because she manages people of non-Filipino backgrounds: “I believe I am 

one of the [successful Filipinos] because I manage a lot of people. I manage white people, I 

manage black people.” A daughter of a nurse, Joan Calderon, described how Filipinos were 

successful because they hold “higher positions in the hospital” as nurses. Her mom, for example, 

was the director of the pediatric ward. A few parents thought the education they received in the 

Philippines was superior to that in the U.S. Lydia Santos, to name one, felt that new nurses 

trained in the U.S. “know nothing”:  

Lydia:  Here [in the U.S.] all the graduate nurses, it’s like they are just starting clinical exposure in their 

first two years.  

  

Brenda: Like an internship? 
 

Lydia: Yeah that’s the thing because they know nothing. They know nothing. For example, I had a 

recovery nurse and I wanted to give the recovery nurse a certain procedure. This new nurse is like, 

“Oh, oh, what is that? Can you spell that? Can you spell that?” It’s a learning thing but because of 

our [Filipinos’] orientation, that’s not our expectations. When I was a graduate---a fresh graduate--

-I felt like I was more prepared. 

 

Lydia was so confident in the Philippines’ nursing education that she wanted (and did) send her 

daughter, Jasmine, to college in the Philippines. Lydia explained, 

I don’t know if Jasmine can get into the nursing program [here in the U.S.]. I want to give her the 

chance to go to the Philippines because nursing in the Philippines is the best, both clinically and 

academically. The only thing that I’m not so happy about here taking up nursing in the States is that 

[students] do not really have a chance to have a very good clinical exposure. The practical, you know? And 

they do not include the operating room and delivery in the program. They don’t have that.  

 

Ryan Mendoza, a second-generation participant, for example, believed that Filipinos were in the 

middle because they have “normal” or middle-class jobs, including nursing: 

 Ryan: I think [Filipinos are] mostly middle class. 

 

Brenda: Why do you say that? 

 

Ryan: Because I’m thinking here of like Filipinos not being billionaires like Bill Gates                     

and stuff. Plus for the most part, people around here, the Filipinos have normal jobs. 
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Brenda: What are normal jobs? 

 

Ryan: Around six figures, like around the hundred thousand mark. 

 

Brenda: Can you think of any career types that fit to that? 

 

Ryan: Definitely nursing, doctors, but in most parts, Filipinos around here are nurses. 

 

The context in which parents and youth lived informed them of Filipinos’ relative success. By 

and large, the Filipinos I interviewed were living in attractive and well-appointed homes. Almost 

all the homes of the second-generation youth I visited were single-family residences in middle-

class neighborhoods. An excerpt from my fieldwork notes gives a sense of one of these 

neighborhoods: 

I parked my car across the street from Zeus Sabangan’s house. His neighborhood is a 

quintessentially middle-class New York City suburban neighborhood; two-story houses on lush 

tree-lined streets.  Most of the houses are two story houses.  Most are newly painted.  It’s fall 

time; there are mums on many of the porches.  The houses’ landscapes are well-maintained.  

Most cars are modest- Toyotas, Hondas, Kias; I see some BMW and Mercedes cars in driveways. 

It’s in the middle of the afternoon and it’s very quiet.  The sidewalks are empty, except for one 

black teenage boy---I’d say about thirteen years old---wearing a white t-shirt, sneakers, and 

headphones.  

 

Zeus’ house has two doors---one wooden door and one screen door.  The wooden door is open 

wide, the screen door closed. I walk to the screen door and I see a warm glow of lights inside; the 

inside of the house is dimly lit with orange-tinted lights that are woven in and out of the staircase 

banister, which was decorated with a garland of fall colors, orange, brown, and yellow. The home 

was so well-decorated for the season that it could have been featured in a Better Homes and 

Gardens magazine; artificial fall leaves hung from the mantel and orange colored candles were 

placed on the coffee tables. The dining room had the places set, with a large plate, a smaller 

plate, and utensils carefully wrapped in linen with a silver band holding everything together.  

Unlit candles were also on the dining table. In the vestibule of the house hung about twenty 

pictures frames, all different sizes, with photos of two boys, from when they were very young to 

teenagers. (Field Notes) 

 

This neighborhood --- which was almost exclusively white --- was literally in-between both less 

and more desirable areas.  On the one hand, and like other areas where many participants in my 

study lived, it was not far from less well-off neighborhoods in which the main type of residence 

was in apartment complexes. On the other hand, more affluent neighborhoods, which seemed out 

of the financial reach of the Filipinos I interviewed, were also nearby.  
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The immediate context in which Filipino youth and their families lived impacted how 

saw Filipinos in U.S. society. Most respondents thought that Filipinos were doing well and 

indeed better than those in most non-white groups. Youth and parents were asked about which 

groups they believed were at the top of U.S. society, and where Filipinos fit in. While the 

question was open to interpretation, most participants answered by referring to a mix of social 

class and race. “Rich people” were usually at the top; some examples included Bill Gates, Oprah, 

and Warren Buffet. On the bottom, many respondents located blacks, Latinos, and people who 

receive public assistance. The vast majority of respondents from both generations placed 

Filipinos somewhere in the middle.  

For Ryan, at the top were whites and at the bottom, blacks. For blacks, his reference point 

was the nearby city of Newark, which has a high rate of poverty and is predominantly black: 

Brenda:   In the US, who do you think is at the top? 

 

Ryan:  White people. 

 

Brenda:  And why do you say that? 

 

Ryan:  They make the most money. Most of them are most of the CEOs. 

 

Brenda:  How do you think they got there? 

 

Ryan:  I don’t even know. They just got lucky I guess. 

 
Brenda:  How about who’s at the bottom? 

 

Ryan:  Black people. 

 

Brenda:  And why do you say that? 

 

Ryan:  Because the surrounding neighborhood, the inner cities, they’re the black. 

 

Brenda:  Like, Newark? 

 

Ryan:  Yeah, Newark. 

 

Parent respondents also named “rich people” as the people at the top of the U.S. hierarchy. They 

tended not to point to one particular racial group. However, when describing who is at the 
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bottom, parents usually said blacks or Latinos. Susan Garcia, a programmer, believed that blacks 

were at the bottom of the U.S. hierarchy because “most of them don’t have the education,” 

meaning a college education. Lorna Lopez, an accountant, explained that Latinos were below 

Filipinos because they held “non-professional jobs.” Some parents described bottom groups in 

non-racial terms. Gemma DeJesus, a teacher, said, “People at the bottom are just those who wait 

on the government to feed them. They are big and capable to work and yet they just wait.” 

 Almost none of the respondents, parents and children, mentioned other Asian groups when 

asked about the U.S. hierarchy, except when I explicitly asked how Filipinos compared to other 

Asians. Ryan, the college freshmen I described above, did not know how to answer when I asked 

him about Filipinos and other Asians because, he told me, he does not see any other Asians 

where he lives and, therefore, cannot compare. A handful of Filipino parents believed they had 

advantages over other Asian immigrants. For example, Lorna, said, “We [Filipinos] have 

advantages. We can speak English really well, and we’re flexible. We easily adjust.” She 

believed that, because of this, Filipinos were doing better than the Chinese. 

Parent respondents drew on characteristics of the Filipino population other than the 

nursing niche to explain how Filipinos were in the middle. Some believed that Filipinos 

prioritized education (i.e. earning bachelor’s degrees). For example, Johnny Ramos, one of the 

parents and a teacher, believed that Filipinos were either in the “middle or upper” classes 

because, “Education is number one for Filipinos… It doesn’t matter if you’re poor, as long as 

you finished college. That’s the most important thing for Filipinos.” Lorna believed that 

Filipinos were doing very well: “We’re doing great, especially Filipino immigrants. They know 

they have to come here and work hard.” 
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What exemplified Filipinos’ success was the kind of homes and neighborhoods they lived 

in. One main way to explain their middle position in the U.S. was by contrasting Filipinos to the 

working class and poor, which, for most respondents, were black and Latino (see Treitler 2013). 

Filipino nurses do not just symbolize Filipino success in the U.S. Filipinos all over the 

world consider nurses an elite group. For example, during her presidency, Gloria Macapagal 

Arroyo called Filipino nurses in London the “new aristocracy” (Guevarra 2010:21).11 Of course, 

these nurses would not be among the wealthiest in the Philippines but their relative financial 

success vis-à-vis their compatriots back in the Philippines stands out, a nation in which 22 

million --- one out of five Filipinos --- live below the poverty line (Atienza 2019). Filipino 

nurses working abroad can earn fifteen times more than their counterparts in the Philippines and 

Filipino nurses send millions of dollars to their families back home (Cal 2018; see also DeParle 

2019). Emigrant nurses in host countries like the UK, the U.S., and Saudi Arabia are highly 

regarded in the Philippines. Compatriots regard Filipino nurses as well-educated, affluent 

representatives of their country. Even within host country contexts, like the U.K. and the U.S., 

Filipino nurses have been integrated into the middle-class and hold a higher status than that of 

other Filipino migrants who have arrived as domestic workers.  

It makes sense that Filipinos in the U.S. --- and in the world --- symbolize success to 

Filipinos both at home and abroad. They have penetrated the labor market as professionals in the 

countries to which they migrated.  

 

 

 

 
11 Gloria Macapagal Arroyo was president of the Philippines from 2001-2010.  
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Other Reasons for Nursing as Occupational Success: Stability and Practicality 

Filipino parents and second-generation youth believed that stability was a very important 

thing to have in the future for themselves, but especially for their families. Nursing, and other 

mid-level health care professions, made sense because of their promised job security. Parents 

believed that nursing and lower-level health care jobs would always be in demand. Allison 

Villanueva’s mother, to name one example, dissuaded Allison from taking up fashion right out of 

high school --- which Allison initially wanted to do --- because, from her mother’s perspective, 

Allison would have a hard time finding a job:  

Allison: Growing up, I wanted to do something in fashion. Obviously, my parents were like 

"No, you can't."  

  

Brenda: Why do you think they said no? 

  

Allison: They wanted me to become a nurse. It wasn't like they said I could never do anything 

in fashion. It was more like, "You can study nursing, and then after you can go fashion 

school."  

  

Brenda: Why nursing? 

  

Allison: Job security. Everyone needs nurses, a lot of hospitals. There's always a need. 

 

Other parents who were nurses also felt much like Allison’s mother. To name another example, 

Katie Inocencio’s mother discouraged Katie from pursuing her childhood dream of becoming a 

lawyer:  

Brenda: When you’re growing up, what do you want to be? 

 

Katie: I wanted to be a lawyer, but my mom was like, “No, you’re not going to get that many jobs 

as a lawyer.” I realized growing up, “Oh, I like the medical field.” 

 

Brenda: Why do you think she said that there are not many [lawyer] jobs? 

 

Katie: She said that a lot of lawyers don’t [get jobs]. It’s very rare [that they do], and [if they do 

get jobs,] they also get fired. 

 

Brenda: And so, she said what? You should get a job in the medical field? 

 

Katie: Yeah. And I learned to love it.  
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Lydia Santos, a nurse, like Katie and Allison’s mothers, worried about her son’s interest 

in technology, a field she thought would be very competitive. Instead, she tried to steer him into 

the health care industry: “[Josh] likes robotics and technology. He’d like to have a career in that. 

I’m trying to tell him about radiology, about getting a bachelor’s in radiology, but I don’t know 

if he’s going to do that yet. That’s one of his options. Because in technology, computer, things 

like that, it’s so competitive and maybe you’ll earn $100,000. But next thing, you don’t have a 

job, because everyone likes that field. Everyone wants to be in that profession.” Lydia, to be 

sure, had been influenced by her experience as a nurse. She added, “I think being in the medical 

profession, you have a lot of opportunity.” 

Indeed, the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) projects that nursing will grow 15 percent 

between 2016 and 2026. Parents also encouraged their children to pursue other mid-level health 

care professions, including radiologic technologists and physical therapists. The BLS also 

expects employment in these professions to increase significantly.  

Some may find it interesting that Filipino parents and second-generation youth do not 

believe that becoming a physician, the elite profession in health care, would lead to success. 

Perhaps their beliefs about medicine have been influenced by the number of Filipino physicians 

who ended up pursuing nursing in the U.S. instead; migrating to the U.S. from the Philippine has 

been easier for nurses than physicians given the specific nature of U.S. legislation (see Vapor 

and Xu 2011). Doctors training to become nurses has become a trend in the Philippines as of 

late, especially in rural areas (Vapor and Xu 2011). A study found that from 2000-2004, over 

3,500 Filipino physicians left the Philippines as nurses and, at the time, 4,000 doctors were 

enrolled in nursing programs. The need for nurse practitioners in the U.K. and the U.S. led to the 

development of accelerated nursing courses for doctors in the Philippines (Choy 2010). The case 
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of Jennifer Castillo’s mother illustrates the precariousness of Filipino immigrant physicians: her 

mother was a physician back home in the Philippines but was unable to pass the exams here in 

the U.S. to practice medicine. Her mother now has been working as an instructor at two 

institutions, teaching courses in medical billing and coding. 

For many youth, becoming a physician is not worth the amount of education it requires. 

Many said that it would take too long to train to be a physician or other higher-level professional 

positions, perhaps because they wanted and felt the need to be earning a salary sooner than if 

they stayed in post-graduate training for a lengthy period. Also, they did not want to accrue the 

debt that this additional training would likely involve. David Suarez, who excelled in science in 

high school, wants to become a physical therapist. He said that becoming a doctor would be “too 

long, and it’s hard.” Michelle Reyes stated that she wants to be a nurse anesthetist instead of an 

anesthesiologist because “medical school, residency. I don’t have the time or money for that.” 

She explained that her father is getting older and would be unable to support her education and 

noted that “nursing is really great.” Vanessa Fernandez explained that she does not want to 

become a doctor because “that’s going to take up a lot of my time.”  

Ideas about the practicality of occupations were also reflected in parents’ ideas about 

education. Money played a big role in college choices. Although the parents of the second-

generation in my study earned middle-class incomes, both parents and children believed that it 

would be extremely difficult, if not impossible, for them to pay tuition (and room and board) at 

private universities, especially elite and Ivy League schools. Michelle Reyes, for example, really 

wanted to go to the University of Pennsylvania. Like many of the Filipino parents I met, 

Michelle’s expected to pay for their children’s educational expenses on their own, without any 

financial aid or scholarships. Michelle went to one of the top specialized (and selective) high 
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schools in New York City, had excellent grades, and an application rich with extracurricular 

activities. However, knowing that her parents could not afford the University of Pennsylvania, 

she sabotaged her application. She explained,  

 
For UPenn, I feel like I decided my own fate because I never sent in the required material. It’s like 

I didn’t want to spend that much money [on tuition] anyway. Yet I paid for the application fee and 

I did a lot of work for it, but I didn’t take the initiative to finish. 

 

Parents I spoke with did not mention that their children would apply for scholarships or financial 

aid. Perhaps this was because they believed they would not qualify given their incomes, although 

that the Filipino youth I met appeared to lack resources and information regarding scholarships 

and financial aid. This is quite the opposite case among the Chinese American students I teach at 

the Community Education Center, or “Community”, in Brooklyn. I recently had a conversation 

with the administrator and owner of Community, Leanne. Most of the students that attend come 

from low-income families and would not be able to afford, out of pocket, the tuition of the 

schools they aspire to attend, i.e. Yale, Harvard, Columbia, and Cornell. However, Leanne acts 

as an important body of knowledge; she shares what she knows about scholarships and financial 

aid with the parents and families. At the entrance of the school, there are large posters, featuring 

students who were admitted into prestigious colleges, the price of tuition at these schools, and 

the total amount these students received from financial aid and scholarships. What the posters 

conveyed to parents was that Community could help their children get into these competitive 

schools and they would be able to afford these schools with aid. Leanne showed me an excel 

spreadsheet she created with the list of schools her students have applied to, their rate of 

admission, the cost of tuition, and the amount of financial aid they have received. She obviously 

knew a great deal about the college application process, as well as the ways in which the families 

of her students could potentially pay for tuition. It may be possible that some or even many of 
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the Filipino students I spoke with, despite their parents’ income, could qualify for some aid 

and/or scholarships, yet they had no one in their community with the kind of rich knowledge 

about aid that someone like Leanne obviously has. 

In addition to Filipino parents and children’s perception that an elite college tuition 

would be unaffordable, they also feel that going to an Ivy League or other prestigious college 

and university was unnecessary; for them, success is not dependent on the prestige of the 

institution one attends. Also, they believe that earning a bachelor’s degree is enough and even an 

associate’s degree is not that bad. To be sure, the higher education structure in the Philippines 

informed Filipino immigrant parents’ views of the higher education structure in the U.S. From 

1973 to 1994, the Philippine government required that high students pass the National College 

Entrance Examination (NCEE) in order to get into a college (Cardozier 1984). Passing the exam 

--- not scoring very high --- was the goal for all the Filipino immigrant parents I met. For 

example, when I asked Noel Kang, who studied pharmacy back in the Philippines, if he had to do 

very well on the NCEE to get into a pharmacy program, he answered, “I don’t think there’s a 

requirement back then. You just have to pass the NCEE and you get into college.” Another 

parent, Lorna Lopez, an accountant, described, “The NCEE was a requirement. Everybody 

passes it.” That the Filipino immigrants I met obtained quite well-paid professional jobs here in 

the U.S. appeared to have affected the way they view higher education in the U.S. and its role in 

upward mobility. None of the parents I spoke with believed their children had to go to an elite 

college to be successful. Alina Kang, Noel’s wife, illustrated why: 

My friend at work wants her son to go to Harvard. For me, if you go to an easier school, it’s an 

easy life. You live your normal life and you learn. You don’t have to be on the top… They say 

[here in the U.S.] if you go to a tough school, it’s easier to find a job, but you know we [Filipinos] 

went from the Philippines and we managed to penetrate the work force in America. Most Filipinos 

who come here, they have good jobs. So, it’s not like you have to graduate from a top school to 

earn. It’s not really like that. 
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Alina, like virtually all the parents I met, believed that a bachelor’s degree was enough to secure 

one’s future. As Alina said, “The most important thing is that my children graduate from 

college.” Thus, the quality and prestige of the college mattered very little to the Filipino parents. 

This was reflected in many of the conversations I had with both parents and youth, as many of 

them believed that attending community college first, then a four-year university, was a 

respectable and economical path. Going to a highly-ranked college or university does not bring 

much added prestige to an individual or family in Filipino communities, unlike in East Asian 

communities. Filipino parents did not see the benefits of spending a lot of money on private, elite 

universities because they believed that where you go to college does not matter that much, if at 

all.  

 

Creating and Supporting Nursing as Occupational Success: Ethnic Capital 

 

Ethnic capital refers to resources --- such as  knowledge about schools, financial capital 

available to co-ethnic entrepreneurs, and ethnic enclave test prep programs --- available to 

members of an immigrant community. Studies on middle-class families in the U.S have shown 

how parents use their knowledge and financial resources to benefit their children’s educational 

and occupational careers (e.g. Lareau 2011). The knowledge, resources, and connections that 

middle-class immigrants are able to use typically go beyond the confines of the nuclear family as 

many of them, and their children, identify with an ethnic group and are a part of dense ethnic 

networks. The youth I met, who indeed identified as Filipino and were part of dense Filipino 

networks and ethnic organizations, as a result, had access to role models and mentors, as well as 

social networks, that supported occupational aspirations in the health care field.  

Nurses as role models. Nurses in the Filipino community serve as role models for many 

of the youth I met. For example, when I asked Natalie Cagalawan, a second-generation high 
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school student, whom she thought was the “model child” in her community, she quickly said, 

“Jasmine.” Jasmine, at the time, was pursuing nursing and attending her first year at a private 

university in Brooklyn and had planned on finishing her nursing degree in the Philippines.  

Vanessa Fernandez, a daughter of a teacher and a consultant for an international 

organization, admired her friend, Ashley, also Filipina: “Ashley is going to become a nurse… 

She also works really hard, because she's going to become a nurse so she works really hard.” 

Like Vanessa, Lynn Rodriguez, whose mother is also a teacher, said that her models of success 

were her “Ates” (older sisters in Tagalog) and her friends who are Filipino who just finished 

college and are nurses.  

Social networks that reinforce parents’ expectations of becoming a nurse. Many parents 

take more active steps, actually pushing or strongly encouraging, their children to become 

nurses. No doubt these parents played a role in their children's ideas about nursing. Parents who 

were nurses spoke at length about the benefits of becoming a nurse. Priscilla Cagalawan, who 

arrived in the U.S. as a nurse in the 1990s, said that she would like her son, Jed, to become a 

nurse because of its limited educational requirement (to become a licensed practical nurse, for 

example, one only needs an associate’s degree), good salary, and pension benefits. Nursing also 

made sense for Jed, Priscilla explained, because the tuition in the Philippines was cheaper than in 

the U.S., and the training, in her opinion, would be better than what he would receive here. Lydia 

Santos, a friend of Priscilla’s and also a nurse, encouraged her daughter, Jasmine, to take up 

nursing and attend school in the Philippines.  

Natalie also shared with me that her mother, Priscilla, had expressed disappointment at 

Natalie’s pursuit of either acting or teaching --- and not nursing. Natalie described a recent 

incident in which Peter Magsaysay, a family friend (and also a participant in the study), came up 
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to her at a gathering and asked Natalie what she planned on doing in the future. When she told 

him she was thinking about being an actress, Peter responded with dismay and said, “Do 

nursing!” 

Erica Rayos Del Sol initially wanted to be an artist but in high school was inspired to 

become a nurse by the example of her mother and her mother’s co-workers: “I guess the 

inspiration I've gotten [is] from other nurses and other people studying to be nurses.  I see how 

hard they've been working and I'm a hard worker myself.”  Katie Inocencio, too, has been 

influenced by Filipino nurses in her life: 

Katie: I just like to be on the floor like since I’ve grown up watching my mom and my sister be 

nurses in the hospital. I just love the atmosphere that nurses have. 

 

Brenda: What about the atmosphere? 

 

Katie: Talking to patients and it’s just really chill. 

 

Among the second-generation youth I spoke with, women were more likely to desire a career in 

nursing than the men I met. However, no one I met mentioned that nursing was a female-only 

occupation. Nursing was seen as an option for everyone, both men and women. 

 

Nursing as the Default 

 

During the summer of 2015, I became close with the Fernandez family, particularly the 

eldest, Vanessa, who, at the time, was a sophomore at a private Catholic school in the Bronx. I 

met Vanessa, her mother, Beverly, and two younger siblings, Millie and Danny, both middle 

schoolers, while volunteering for a Filipino language and culture program for school-aged 

Filipino children and youth run by the NY Filipino Teachers Organization (NYFTO). The 

NYFTO was a group constituted by Filipino educators, most of whom were immigrants and 

worked as primary and secondary school teachers in New York City’s Department of Education. 
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Beverly, a high school science teacher in Upper Manhattan, was a member of NYFTO, as well as 

one of the summer program instructors.  

Vanessa’s parents were very well-educated. Her mother, Beverly, while a high school 

science teacher here in the U.S., was a college instructor back in the Philippines. Her father, Neil, 

had multiple master’s degrees and served as a consultant for an influential international 

organization. Neil, in particular, had very high expectations for Vanessa. This was no surprise to 

me, as Vanessa gave me the impression that she was a very accomplished and ambitious young 

woman; she was an honors student and a precocious individual. Neil wanted Vanessa to go to an 

Ivy League college and to pursue “medicine.” While Neil explained to me that Vanessa could 

choose whatever profession she would like, he said that he “encourages” Vanessa to become a 

doctor. Vanessa, too, had high expectations for herself. She also wanted to go to an elite college 

and pursue a high-status occupation. While becoming a doctor did not appeal to Vanessa because 

it would “take up a lot of [her] time”, she saw herself doing something prestigious, like her 

father, or becoming a CEO of a company in the future. She quite emphatically said to me that she 

would not become a nurse. When we spoke, she said, “I don’t just want to be a nurse. It’s 

stereotypical. All Filipinos are going to become nurses.” However, Vanessa, five years after our 

conversation, is currently enrolled at a small liberal arts college in the Bronx, pursuing a 

bachelor’s of science in --- none other than --- nursing. 

Vanessa ended up accepting an offer at the College of Mount Saint Vincent in the Bronx. 

She explained to me that she chose Mount Saint Vincent because it was the only school that 

offered a full tuition scholarship. She had wanted to pursue public policy at Seton Hall or 

Fordham, but both schools offered very little aid. She chose to major in nursing at Mount Saint 

Vincent’s because, in her words, “Nursing can apply to many different things,” and, thus, does 
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not close the door to other options. She explained, “If anything, I’ll do my master’s in public 

policy.” 

The College of Mount Saint Vincent was mentioned multiple times by the youth and 

parents I met. They expressed to me that this college was popular among Filipino college 

students in New York because it is within the five boroughs (thus Filipino college students can 

save money by living at home with their parents), offers a bachelor’s in nursing, and, as in the 

case of Vanessa, provides significant financial aid. While Mount Saint Vincent is not a highly-

ranked institution --- U.S. News listed it as number 132 out of all national liberal arts colleges --- 

the Filipinos I met considered it a very good school to go. Vanessa, for example, listed Mount 

Saint Vincent as a good college, in addition to the CUNYs and New York University.12 Another 

young woman I met, Michelle Reyes, an aspiring nurse anesthetist who was a senior at one of 

New York City’s magnet high schools, had applied and been admitted to Mount Saint Vincent. 

At the time, she was unsure whether she would go to Mount Saint Vincent or Lehman’s 

Macauley and, at the time, was debating whether she should attend that school or CUNY’s 

highly selective Macauley Honors College. 

While conducting research on Filipinos and as a member of Filipino communities in New 

York City as well as California, I have heard countless stories of high achieving second-

generation Filipino Americans pursuing nursing. For example, Michelle, mentioned earlier, 

attended one of the elite public high schools in New York City yet wanted to become a nurse. 

Lynn, a friend of Michelle’s through NYC Filipino Musicians, who went to Jonas Salk High, a 

non-magnet but competitive high school, like Michelle, set her eyes on nursing.  

 
12 CUNYs refer to colleges in the City University of New York system. Today, they are known for their affordability 

as well as quality education. For example, in 2019, Princeton Review named one of the CUNYs, City College of 

New York, as one of the “Best Value Colleges” (CUNY website).  
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Nursing is not just a top option for high-achieving students; it is an option for Filipino 

youth of all levels of academic achievement. Tina Magsaysay, who, according to her father, was 

failing some classes in high school, ultimately did well enough to get into a local 4-year public 

college in New York City, completed her associate’s degree in nursing just this past year. For 

many, an initial interest in nursing led to pursuits in lower-level health care work. Mikey Cua, 

like Tina, struggled in high school; for example, he failed his first attempt at the required Social 

Studies Regents exam in high school. When I met him as a high school senior, he adamantly 

expressed that he wanted to be a nurse like his mother and father. Even his mother, Edith, 

knowing of Mikey’s academic struggles, tried to dissuade him from pursuing nursing and 

ultimately succeeded in convincing him to choose an alternative medical career: radiography. 

Mikey completed his associate’s degree at a local community college and, in addition, a two-year 

medical imaging training and is now working as a radiological technologist. Joan Calderon, who 

finished two years of culinary training under a well-known chef, is, today, attending a 

community college to become a massage therapist. So many of the youth I met wanted to pursue 

health care professions, or, had originally wanted to pursue some other occupation but were now 

on their way to becoming nurses or other mid-level health care professionals. What explains this 

phenomenon?  

Nursing has become a default occupation for many second-generation Filipinos. I found 

in my research that if their original dream job did not seem practical or achievable, they turned to 

nursing. Myra, one participant in a group interview, noted that she wanted to go into psychology. 

Months later, however, Myra changed her mind.  In a follow-up email, she explained that she 

had originally wanted to go into psychology and dancing, but “dancing and psychology wouldn’t 

have been practical in terms of finding a place I could permanently work. Nursing just seemed 
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right.” Although neither of Myra’s parents is in health care (her mother is a teacher and her 

father works part-time at various jobs such as a house cleaner), she is surrounded by other 

Filipino American parents who are, including in the church she attends and the organization she 

is a part of, NYC Filipino Musicians. Filipino youths see so many other Filipinos work and 

succeed in health care and think that they, too, can be successful in this field. Becoming a nurse 

is a viable option for youth; it is achievable and practical.  

Being members of both real and imagined Filipino communities led many second-

generation youth --- both those who were children of nurses and not children of nurses --- to 

consider nursing. Filipino youth shared with me the ubiquitous idea that all Filipinos are nurses. 

Though, of course, all Filipinos are not nurses, that many Filipinos are nurses in the U.S. is true. 

Filipinos, by far, make up the largest proportion of foreign-born nurses.   

The impression that I got from talking to parents and youth was that they felt confident in 

their knowledge about nursing and other health care professions. Lydia Santos, a nurse, spoke at 

length about all the options her daughter, Jasmine, would have if she were to pursue nursing. 

While describing one of the discussions she had with Jasmine, Lydia rattled off all the different 

areas of nursing from which Jasmine could choose, including clinical teaching, bedside care, and 

pediatric nursing. Lydia noted that it was important for her to share “what [she] knows” about 

nursing to Jasmine. Lydia even encouraged Jasmine to attend nursing school in the Philippines, 

believing that the training in the Philippines is superior to that in the U.S. Jasmine did, in fact, 

take her mother’s advice. Jasmine has recently returned to the U.S. after completing her 

bachelor’s degree in nursing at a Philippine college. In addition, parents who were nurses did not 

just share information about the profession with their own children; they also shared what they 

knew with their children’s Filipino friends. Natalie Cagalawan described to me that when her 
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friends come over, they ask to speak to her mother, Priscilla, and ask her questions about nursing 

school and the job.  

The parents are particularly concerned about careers in fields that are less secure and 

where they lack social networks to help their children gain a foothold and good positions. As one 

mother who encouraged her daughter to become a nurse said, “I don’t know about the business 

of accounting.” The parents feel comfortable about nursing because they know how it works --- 

in terms of the training and getting jobs. 

Many youth, particularly those who were children of nurses, felt that getting a job in the 

health care field would be easy because of their parents’ connections. Mikey, mentioned above, 

explained to me while he was in radiology school that he was confident that he would get work 

right after he finished. He described how his mother knew many people in the hospital that she 

worked in and that he thought she would be able to help him secure a position there. Second-

generation participant David Suarez, who wants to pursue physical therapy, described his family 

as having power in the hospital beyond the hospital floor. He explained that his mother and aunt, 

who work at Hudson Medical Center, “have a lot of connections” and that his “family owns the 

hospital.” Indeed, his brother easily got a job at the hospital in a clinical lab through his family’s 

connections. 

The goal of becoming a nurse was not restricted to the young women in the study. Young 

men, too, aspired to be nurses. Mikey Cua wanted to pursue nursing. He stated that he wanted to 

do something in the medical field because a job in this field has “good pay.” He knows this 

because his parents are both nurses and “they are able to buy whatever they want.”  

Clearly, nursing, is a very popular occupation for the second-generation. However, many 

youth seriously considered other professions in the medical field, like physical therapy and 
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technical jobs in the hospital (such as a radiology technician, for example), or non-medical 

professions, like journalism, teaching, and accounting. While not everyone wanted to become a 

nurse, almost no one wanted to pursue a profession that was better than nursing, that is, 

professions that had better pay, more prestige, and that required professional degrees. “Elite” 

professions,” in other words, were rarely seen as a goal or an option.  

Certainly, it is seen as acceptable by Filipino parents and the Filipino community to 

pursue other professions that are equal or similar in status to nursing. Non-nursing jobs in the 

medical field may be appealing because parents and children believe that getting a job in the 

hospital will be relatively easy since their families have connections.  

Respondents also learned from family and friends, and their own visits to hospitals, that 

registered nurses, especially those in more senior positions, can have considerable clout as well 

as autonomy on the job. Physicians may be the ones who have the final say in patients’ diagnoses 

and treatment, but nurses are responsible for day-to-day care. Ease of entry is no doubt an 

appealing quality for many Filipino Americans like David; having contacts in a hospital may 

give many the sense that they will have no trouble getting a job there.   

Network connections operate in another way as well.  Many feel they will be comfortable 

in health-care settings, surrounded by so many others of Filipino origin. My own experience in 

the hospital illustrates this. In the Fall of 2016, when I began to feel symptoms of Bell’s Palsy, I 

called Priscilla, who had become a close friend of mine. She said I needed to go to an emergency 

room immediately and that she would take me to Brooklyn Hospital where she worked as a nurse 

(that day was her day off). Priscilla phoned her friend and co-worker, Vicky Enrado, a fellow 

Filipina nurse to give her a heads up that she would be bringing me. Walking into the ER 

alongside Priscilla, I noticed how packed the ER was and wondered how long the wait would be. 
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However, Priscilla expedited the process with the help of her Filipina coworkers: I went straight 

to triage (completely bypassing the waiting room) where another Filipina nurse took my vitals, 

Priscilla went to the receptionist who collected my insurance information, and Vicky found me a 

bed. Although I was uneasy about moving ahead of the other patients, at the same time, I also 

felt a sense of pride that I was Filipina, too. It made me feel like I “belonged” there; I was one of 

many Filipinos in the room---I observed that more than half of the nurses there were Filipino.  

Working in a hospital among other Filipinos may provide a sense of belonging and community, 

and perhaps also a feeling of competence, since Filipinos are known to be nurses and, as some 

nursing supervisors are Filipinos, to be good nurses. 

 

The Military: Another Niche Option 

In the Philippines, joining the military, especially the U.S. Navy, was seen by Filipinos as 

a “springboard” for upward mobility (Espiritu 1995). Filipinos in the U.S. Navy received 

significantly higher wages than they would have if they had entered the Philippine military; the 

compensation they earned placed them in the upper income bracket in the Philippines. In 

addition, enlisting in the U.S. Navy promised a path to U.S. citizenship. Public Law 90-63, 

enacted in 1967, set this path in place; it made all military veterans who served honorably in any 

U.S. war or conflict between 1961 and the Vietnam War eligible for naturalization. 

While enlisting in the U.S. Navy is no longer an option for Filipinos in the Philippines, 

joining the Philippine military is. Given the limited job prospects in the Philippines that promise 

upward mobility, enlisting in the Philippine military has its appeal; as in the U.S., in the 

Philippines, military personnel receive educational and housing benefits, as well as a stable, 

monthly wage (www.army.mil.ph).  

http://www.army.mil.ph/
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Enlisting in the U.S. military has been a popular choice among Filipino immigrants in 

this country. Data show that Filipinos make up the largest immigrant group in the U.S. military. 

Almost a quarter of foreign-born servicemen (23 percent) are Filipino. Mexicans, who make up 

9.5 percent of the foreign-born in the armed forces, are a distant second. The only other Asian 

immigrant group that shares a significant portion of foreign-born servicemen are Koreans, 

making up less than 4 percent (Batalova 2008). The Filipino second-generation seem to be 

following suit; data show that second-generation Filipino Americans are more likely to have 

served in the military than any other Asian American group.13 My analysis of The Longitudinal 

Study of Adolescent to Adult Health, which followed youth from middle school to adulthood 

(24-32 years of age), found that second-generation Filipino Americans reported the highest rate 

of participation in the military --- 8.4 percent --- compared to 4 percent of second-generation 

non-Filipino Asians and 7 percent of native whites. The majority of second-generation Filipinos 

who have been in the military--- 89 percent  --- were men.  

Many of the Filipino youth whom I met or interviewed during my research did say that 

joining the military --- whether that is right after high school or after college --- is a good option. 

At least among Asian Americans, the military seems to be a Filipino occupational option; 

nowhere in the literature on Asian Americans is there any evidence that other second-generation 

groups seriously consider enlisting. The research focus on the military as a choice after high 

school is usually on African Americans and Latinos, yet the rate of enlistment in these two 

groups has been declining faster than among whites (see Kleykamp 2006; Segal et al. 2007). 

Similar to nursing, enlisting appealed to many of the Filipino second-generation because of its 

practicality; a free college education, in particular, attracted youth to the military.    

 

 
13 From my own analysis of Add Health data. 
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Reasons for Joining the Military 

 

As mentioned before, the prospect of college debt concerned both Filipino immigrant 

parents and the second-generation youth. For this reason, many of the parents encouraged their 

children to enlist in the military so that they could go to college for free. Erica Rayos Del Sol, for 

example, was convinced by her mother to attend Seton Hall because of its military program, the 

Reserved Officers’ Training Corps (ROTC), which trains college students to become military 

officers. Erica’s mother explained, “…If I did ROTC, I wouldn’t pay a lot of money to go to 

college.” Indeed, when ROTC members commit to serving the military after college, they 

become eligible for government-funded scholarships and financial aid. One parent, Gemma 

DeJesus, was not very happy with her son’s plan to join the Marines after high school. She was 

nervous that Aristotle would get hurt as a Marine, but the idea of having a college education paid 

for offered some consolation.  

Some youth, without parents’ encouragement, considered enlisting. The financial 

assistance they would receive for college was one of the most appealing benefits. Ryan 

Mendoza, who wanted to join the military after high school but decided to stay close to home 

because he wanted to be near his girlfriend, learned that the Coast Guard’s College Student Pre-

Commissioning Initiative (CSPI) pays for the last two years of college, as well as provides a 

monthly salary: 

Brenda: What about the military appealed to you?  

 

Ryan:    The benefits. Actually, I’m considering CSPI. It’s a program in the Coast Guard. You get an enlisted 

soldier’s pay while you’re in college. They pay up to two years so you don’t have to pay your junior 

and senior year.  

 

Joining the military offered many career opportunities for their children. Lydia, who, I must 

mention, is married to a U.S. Navy veteran, and whose father was in the Philippine Army, 
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strongly encouraged her children to join because they would have a variety of job options, even 

for her daughter, Jasmine, who, as mentioned above, wanted to be a nurse:  

Lydia: Jasmine is thinking about going into the military. 

 

Brenda: Like the Navy [like their dad]?  

 

Lydia: Yeah, like navy nursing. Jasmine sees the opportunities in being in the military as a 

nurse. There are a lot of things she can do. 

 

Brenda: If you go into military and train for nursing there, what are her options?  

 

Lydia: You can go into research. You can teach, if you want to teach. You can be a clinical 

instructor. You can be a school nurse; you can be a company nurse. You can be a flight 

nurse. You can be in computers.  

 

Beyond practicality, the honor and nobility of being in the military appealed to the second-

generation. CJ Bautista, of all the youth I met, exemplified this. My over an hour meeting with 

CJ made it clear that he was an ambitious young man. He laughed that he originally wanted to 

become the President of the United States but, seeing that was not realistic, he wanted to 

eventually become part of an elite special forces unit, specifically the Navy Seals. CJ aimed to 

attend the United States Naval Academy in Annapolis and even attended a week-long immersion 

program there. The Naval Academy is very difficult to get into. Out of every 100 applicants, 

only nine are accepted (collegedata.com). Applicants must go through an interview process, as 

well as a physical fitness test. Statistics suggest that students must also be academically 

competitive. The average GPA for the 2018 freshmen class was 4.10 and freshmen scored in the 

90th percentile on both the Math and Evidence-Based Reading and Writing Sections of the SAT. 

His mother was nervous about his goal to attend the Naval Academy but his father was, 

according to CJ, a “huge support.” CJ’s father had wanted to join the U.S. army when he was 

younger. Even though he did not end up enlisting, his father remains a very big “military buff” 

and supports his son’s military ambitions: 

Brenda: How do your parents feel about you going to Annapolis?  
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CJ: My parents are not against it. My mom supported my decision, but she was afraid of 

it at the same time, just because I’d be doing something dangerous with my life. And 

my dad was a huge support. Like, my dad’s a very big – he’s a military buff. He’s a 

history buff, and Annapolis is filled with both.  

 

Perhaps CJ’s father supported his ambitions to go to the Naval Academy because of its prestige. 

Among the graduates of the Naval Academy are Rhodes Scholars and Nobel Prize recipients. 

Many famous politicians went to the Naval Academy, including Senator John McCain, and 

former president, Jimmy Carter. Graduating from the Academy would have been a step up for CJ 

and his family. CJ did not end up getting into the Academy and chose to attend SUNY Maritime 

College instead. He explained his choice:  

A big reason I wanted to go to Maritime was because I want to be in the Navy. I want to be an 

officer… I got into Maritime. I got into NYT, RIT, all the CUNYs I got letters of acceptance from. 

Really what made the decision for me to go to Maritime was that it had Navy ROTC. I didn’t get 

into the Academy, but I saw an opportunity to get a commission by doing ROTC in college; so 

Maritime’s the only place in the metropolitan area that has ROTC for Navy.  

 

Completing the Naval ROTC program at Maritime would mean that CJ would be 

“commissioned” to become an officer. Getting that commission was very important to CJ, as 

illustrated in his definition of a commission: “A commission says that you can be an officer. It’s 

a document signed by the president, saying, ‘I’m giving you permission to lead men in the 

military because of my signature on this piece of paper’.” 

The Filipinos I met had a great deal of respect for anyone who joined the military and felt 

a sense of ethnic pride when someone, like them, served. A couple years after I interviewed 

Aristotle DeJesus, I saw a picture of him on my Facebook feed: his mother, Gemma, posted a 

headshot of Aristotle with the American flag prominently in the background. He is dressed in the 

Marine Corps’ “Blue Dress A” --- a white “enlisted dress cap”, “enlisted dress blue coat” with 

red trim and large gold buttons down the middle, and two gold pins with eagles on top at the 

choker-collar of the jacket. Aristotle’s stern facial expression made him appear serious, stern, 

and mature. Comments from Gemma’s Filipino friends include “Congrats Marine! Proud of 
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you!”, “Wow”, and, translated from Tagalog to English, “If grandma was here, she would be 

very happy with you and the honor that you give.”  Josh Santos, who expressed a desire to attend 

the Navy Academy in Annapolis, clearly admired his father, who is a Philippine navy vet: “After 

leaving the navy, my dad was physically ready for whatever got thrown at him. It prepped him 

for anything.”   

The kind of admiration Gemma’s friends felt for Aristotle’s decision to enlist in the 

Marines reminds me of the kind of attention and regard given Antonio Taguba by his fellow 

Filipinos at the 2016 White House Filipino American history month celebration. General 

Taguba, a retired major general in the U.S. Army was invited to speak at the event and was met 

with a roaring ovation by the Filipino attendees, both foreign- and native-born, when his rank 

and service in the military were mentioned by the host. From my own experience of growing up 

in a Filipino community, I learned that joining the military was an honorable --- and difficult --- 

thing to do. For years, I danced for a Filipino cultural group and one of the dancers, who was a 

couple of years older than me, enlisted in the Marines right out of high school. I recall my friends 

and our parents being in awe of her decision, as we knew how physically and emotionally 

challenging being in the Marines was.   

 

Military Veterans in Filipino Social Networks 

 

All the youth I spoke to who considered going into the military had Filipino friends or 

family in the military. Some of the youth looked to veterans as role models. For example, my 

talk with Ryan Mendoza made it clear that he admired his older cousin, Willy, an army veteran, 

who had a big impact on Ryan. Ryan described spending a lot of time with Willy. Ryan, Willy, 

and their sisters, would see each other twice a week. Willy would bring Ryan target shooting in 

Pennsylvania. Ryan told me, “I always wanted to be a part of the [military]. To be honest, the 
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guns and stuff, I was into that.” Ryan also explained that he “grew up on the base”, as Willy’s 

stepfather was also in the military. 

Although Filipino Americans are less visible in the U.S. military than they are in nursing, 

aiming for a military career is not unusual and is considered a good option by many in the 

community. Young people see Filipino Americans around them who have joined or are making 

the decision to join the military, and many, as I have said, have relatives who have made their 

careers in the US armed forces. Philip Ignacio, for example, was considered joining the military 

because his best friend, CJ Bautista was aiming to become a military officer. Philip said that CJ 

“opened [his] eyes to different branches of the military” and thought about “going to the navy 

with him.” When I asked Aristotle if he has seen a lot of Filipinos in the military, he responded, 

“Yeah, this one time, there was actually a Marine in my school who is Filipino and tried to 

recruit me when I was a freshmen.” The Marine gave him his card and they currently are friends 

on Facebook.  

Some youth described joining the military as something Filipinos do, especially the men. 

As Anthony Cordova described, “I see a lot of Filipinos do nursing and Filipino men join the 

military.” And indeed, they do. Anthony explained that his Filipino friend, Carlos, planned on 

enlisting right out of high school. Erica, mentioned earlier, spoke of her cousin, who was in high 

school and had planned on joining. Another youth I met, Leo Garcia, stated that a good friend of 

his, who was Filipina-Israeli, would be joining the Israeli military and going to boot camp that 

summer.  

That Filipino youth whom these second-generation know have or plan to enlist reinforces 

the idea that has existed among Filipinos for decades --- that joining the military is a choice and a 

good one at that.   
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Military Family Histories 

 

Joining the military for many is a matter of continuing a family tradition.  Virtually all of 

the participants who seriously considered enlisting --- six in total --- had a family member, 

usually multiple family members, who served in the U.S. or Philippine military. The closest 

cousin and role model of Ryan, for example, served in the U.S. army for four years (and his 

cousin’s stepfather, too, had served in the military). Josh Santos’ father, Ernie, was in the 

Philippine Navy. Josh’s mother, Lydia, has a long history of military service in her family: her 

father was in the Philippine Navy and all her uncles were in the U.S. Navy. Lydia herself grew 

up on a military base and had dreams of being in the military in her youth. Aristotle, who 

enlisted with the Marines during his junior year of high school, and his brother Robert De Jesus, 

who entered the Army Reserves, have a family history of military service on both their mother’s 

and father’s sides (their parents’ grandfathers --- or the brothers’ great grandfathers ---were in the 

Philippine Army).  

CJ Bautista has a rich family military history on both his mother’s and father’s sides: 

A lot of my uncles are in the military. My dad’s youngest brother – well, his youngest half-brother, 

from my grandfather’s second marriage – was an Army drill sergeant. My dad’s cousin, her husband 

is in the Navy. It was actually funny. She was actually the one who introduced my mom and my 

dad, so that’s why we’re pretty close to her. I always saw him, because he was away often. Whenever 

I saw him, it was always right after deployment; so he’d always have stories or be in uniform. I’d 

seen him in the Navy, and I asked some questions and whatnot. And then, I have a lot of uncles in 

San Diego on my mom’s side, who are in the Navy. Both my grandfathers, on my mom’s and dad’s 

sides, got pretty far in the Navy as well. My mom’s dad…worked in the White House and that’s 

actually how he got my mom’s family over to America. 

 

Joining the military can be seen as living the family legacy for CJ. This appears to be the case for 

one of the other families in the study, the Fernandez family. Beverly, who was in middle school 

and the younger sister of second-generation participant Vanessa Fernandez, dreamed of being a 

military doctor. Beverly, her mother, explained Beverly’s ambitions as “running in the blood.” 

“My grandfathers,” Beverly noted, “were all in the military.” Beverly’s husband, Neil, too, had 
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close relatives who had joined the military in the Philippines and knew they did well because of 

it. Thus, Beverly’s intention of enlisting made sense to Neil, as he explained:  

[My family] has friends who enlisted in the military after high school. They went to the military, 

got enlisted, and then the government sent them to college [for free]… They did not have to be on 

the battlefield and their education was free. It’s not bad, and now they’ve graduated as engineers. I 

think [joining the military] is also a good track for Beverly. 

 

Many of the parents I met, like Neil, endorsed their children’s military aspirations. Ernie Santos, 

who himself retired from the Philippine Navy as an officer, was very supportive of his son Josh’s 

desire to apply to the United States Naval Academy in Annapolis. Josh, like CJ, attended the 

Academy’s immersion program but did not get in. This may, in part, be due to Josh’s grades, 

which he describes as a “B” average. During the interview, Josh did not think that grades were 

the most important factor. He described the requirements for the naval academy: 

 
There is no GPA or SAT limit. It’s just mostly on, like college applications, they don’t 

look at the number you got just because you were doing bad in such class and they drop 

you. They actually look at who you are in general. Obviously there are good reasons, but 

obviously they know who they’re taking, not just a number on a piece of paper.  

 

While Josh was not admitted into the Academy, he told me that he would still like to join the 

ROTC at Vaughn College in Queens, New York, while pursuing a degree in engineering. 

 

Transferring of Ethnic Capital: Niche Role Models in Filipino Organizations 

 

Filipino organizations provided spaces for Filipino parents and youth to exchange 

information about school and work. None of the organizations I observed explicitly shared this 

type of information; instead, it was through interactions between parents and children in the 

organizations that  second-generation youth learned about what pathways to success they had 

available to them. 

NYC Filipino Musicians, in particular, had numerous nurses who were parent volunteers. 

Two registered nurses who worked in the same Brooklyn hospital --- Priscilla Cagalawan and 
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Lydia Santos, both interviewed for this study --- founded the group in the early 2000s. Over the 

course of the project, I visited NYC Filipino Musicians during their weekly Friday night 

rehearsals and discovered that many of the parents there were co-workers and friends of Priscilla 

and Lydia; the two RNs recruited the parents and their children to join the organization. One 

particular moment from the study sticks out in how nurses are a ubiquitous presence in NYC 

Filipino Musicians: 

Priscilla informed me that rehearsal will start at 6:00pm in St. Mary’s church basement. St. Mary’s was 

located not too far from Priscilla’s house in Parkhurst, nor from Parkhurst Hospital, where Priscilla and 

Lydia work. I walked in at 6:00pm and saw elementary school children chasing each other, high school 

youth sitting at tables on the left side of the room listening to music and talking, and five middle-aged 

women on the right. Two middle-aged men stood at the front of the room, next to the food, talking to one 

another. An elderly man near them was unpacking a grocery bag full of paper plates and plastic cups. I sat 

next to Priscilla’s daughter, Natalie, and asked her about school. Priscilla walked in at about 6:15pm 

dressed in hospital scrubs. She quickly grabbed some food and sat down with the middle-aged women. 

(Field Notes) 

 

Two of the five middle-aged women I met that night were also RNs and co-workers of Priscilla 

as well as Lydia, Edith Cua, Vicky Enrado (mentioned earlier). One of the men was Laurence 

Cua, husband of Lydia, and also an RN at Mt. Sinai. During the course of observing NYC 

Filipino Musicians  gatherings and talking with the second-generation youth there, I learned that 

several of them seriously considered becoming nurses -- some were children of nurses, like Jed 

Cagalawan and Mikey Cua, but some were children of other professionals. Lynn Rodriguez, 

whose mother is a teacher, spoke enthusiastically about pursuing nursing, and Michelle Reyes, 

whose mother stays home full-time and whose father is an IT technician, had her eyes set on 

becoming a nurse anesthetist. NYC Filipino Musicians  youth had been exposed for years to 

Filipino nurses who symbolized success. It is interesting to note that many of the college-

educated parents of NYC Filipino Musicians  were teachers as well, yet virtually none of the 

youth wanted to follow this path. Perhaps this is the case because nurses, on average, are paid 

more than teachers, and because of the “de-professionalization” of the teaching profession due, 
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in part, to the emphasis on standardized test scores and the de-emphasis on pedagogical training 

of new teachers (O’Hara 2018; Milner 2013). Michelle’s mother, Claire, exclaimed during one of 

our conversations, “Look at the [Filipino] nurses! They’re doing so well!” 

One of the parents in NYC Filipino Musicians, Ernie Santos, also symbolized another 

direction for youth to pursue. Ernie retired from the U.S. Navy and many of the young men I met 

held him in high-esteem. Whenever I saw Ernie, he looked very put together: he had his hair 

slicked back and a well-fit t-shirt tucked in his slacks. He always stood up straight, never 

slouching; Ernie definitely had a strong presence. While Ernie did not provide any music 

instruction, he played a vital role in the group; at each rehearsal, after arriving with his family, 

he, with the help of his son, Josh, and his friends, Mikey, Anthony, and Jed, setup the chairs and 

music stands, and carried and set out food for everyone. When I spoke to parents and children of 

NYC Filipino Musicians, they knew that Ernie was in the military. On Ernie’s Facebook page, he 

indicates he is a former officer and he has posted events for retired and active Armed Forces of 

the Philippines personnel. Josh and his friends look up to Ernie, so the fact that almost all of 

them have considered the military comes as no surprise. To become like Ernie would be a great 

achievement for them.  

 

Staying within Ethnic Bounds 

 

And then there is race and ethnicity. I devote an entire chapter to this subject, but for now 

it is sufficient to say that race and ethnicity were seen by some Filipino American youth in my 

study as barriers.  In their view, elite professions in medicine and law were reserved for other 

groups, and they felt they would be uncomfortable in these positions, something they were eager 

to avoid.   Whereas they were confident that they could become nurses, military officers, 

physical therapists, etc., they doubted that they could become doctors and lawyers. My 



 96  

conversation with Katie Inocencio, a freshmen at a public university in New York City, indicates 

the tangled web of financial factors, familiarity with nursing in the Filipino American 

community, and race and ethnicity behind her switching to nursing from her original dream of 

becoming a lawyer:  

Brenda: Let’s say you could get your dream job and become a lawyer. Let’s say you could be like 

one of these high-end lawyers and make a lot of money. How hard do you think it would 

be for you to get into a position like that? 

 

Katie: Really hard. 

 

Brenda: Why is that?  

 

Katie: I feel like you’d have to go like an Ivy League school. And honestly, I don’t know like that 

was when I was really young when I wanted to be a lawyer. I don’t know anything about 

politics or law or anything like that. So, I realized, yeah, I’m not going to do well. I like 

science. 

 

Brenda: What kinds of people do you think go to Ivies and become these top lawyers? 

 

 Katie:     I just feel like if you grew up wealthy, I feel like that would really help. 
 

Brenda: Who are usually the wealthy people? 

 

Katie: The ones that live upstate, like white people upstate. 

 

Brenda: Do you think it’s easier for them to get these kinds of positions, to be court lawyers and…? 

 

Katie: Yeah. Their money makes it easier for them. 

 

 

Another youth, Anthony Cordova, explained, “Mostly Filipinos, I see them do nursing, and some 

Filipino men join the military, too.” In contrast, “The Chinese, I think I see them … being 

doctor[s]. Sometimes joining the military….” Ethnicity can be positive in that Filipino American 

youth are led to professions that give them stability and a middle-class lifestyle. However, at the 

same time, ethnicity also sets limits to what they think they can achieve. 

 

Parents’ Minimal Expectations: At Least White-Collar Work 

 While the parents I spoke with explicitly named nursing and the military as desirable 

occupations, with the former as the most desirable, they also highlighted that it was important for 
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their children to obtain professional or “white collar” jobs. This may explain why, in the 

previous chapter, data show that second-and-higher-generation Filipinos are concentrated in low-

level office and administrative support positions. While these type of jobs do not represent 

Filipino Americans’ greatest ambitions, they do represent jobs that Filipino parents find 

acceptable.  

 Working in an office --- in any capacity --- signifies a minimum level of professionalism 

and status for Filipino parents. For example, Marilou Rodriguez, a teacher, explained that she 

wanted her children to be happy with whatever work they chose but that she does want them to 

be “white collar” professionals who “work in an office.” Usually in contrast to white collar work 

was blue collar work, which parents expressed a slight disdain for. One parent, Danny 

Fernandez, in particular was very vocal about his ideas about the working class:  

Filipino [immigrants] come to the U.S. and they find a job, but you can see what kind of jobs they have. 

They clean buildings. They do manual jobs, … blue collar jobs. When they find these jobs, they are more 

or less paying reasonably so they stick to it and then they compromise their education. 

 

 The ACS data analyzed in the previous chapter was cross-sectional and the office and 

administrative jobs the second-generation held might well be temporary. Still, my interviews 

suggest that Filipino parents would generally be fine if their second-generation adult children 

were to remain in such positions for the long-term, or at least they were not vehemently opposed 

to  this outcome. While Lee and Zhou’s (2015) research does not discuss what members of East 

Asian American communities consider acceptable occupations or minimal levels of success, but 

given that East Asians’ hold higher occupational expectations for the second-generation than do 

Filipino Americans, we can assume that East Asians’ acceptable “bottom” would be higher than 

that of Filipinos. Thus, East Asian Americans may believe that doing the kind of office and 

administrative work that so many second-generation Filipinos do is beneath what they would 
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consider successful.14 Thus, second-generation East Asians may avoid this type of work 

altogether or, if in these low-level positions, look to leave them eventually.  

 

 

Conclusion 

 

Becoming a nurse represented the ultimate occupational success for Filipino parents and 

second-generation youth. Joining the military, too, would be a good choice. These options, as I 

have shown,  are closely linked to the ethnic capital available to the second-generation. Filipino 

ethnic capital is not just based on the educational attainment of the first-generation; the particular 

labor market incorporation of Filipino immigrants has significantly shaped Filipino Americans’ 

frames of success, knowledge about occupations, and networks. The influx of Filipino nurses to 

the U.S. has had a dramatic effect on these second-generation youth. Nursing has become the top 

occupation to pursue, and it also has opened the door to a number of lower- and mid-level health 

care professions for youth to also seriously consider. This may explain why second-generation 

Filipinos are less likely to be in STEM occupations such as  engineering and computer science 

than other Asian Americans (see Min and Jang 2015).15 In addition, Filipino hyper-selectivity 

does not lead to upward mobility because their ethnic capital is shaped by nursing and the 

military. Filipino ethnic capital steers them to pursue careers with equal or lower levels of status 

than what has become the typical Filipino profession: a nurse.  

This dynamic occurs among Filipinos I argue, because ethnic capital does not exist in a 

vacuum; what professions become desirable in an immigrant community are shaped by historical 

 
14 Second-and-higher-generation Filipino Americans reported the largest concentration in office and administrative 

support work among the largest five hyper-selected Asian groups. Second-and-higher-generation Chinese, Asian 

Indians, and Koreans had greater concentrations in management and health care occupations.  

15 Other Asians in the study reported in Min and Jang (2015) were grouped as Chinese, Japanese, Korean, Asian 

Indian, Vietnamese, and Other. 
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processes, as well as by the contexts in which immigrants and their children are embedded. In the 

case of Filipinos, occupational niches have developed as a result of U.S. colonialism in the 

Philippines, as well as U.S. immigration policies; nursing and the military have become 

prominent pathways to success for Filipinos. Filipino niches have become a significant factor in 

the shaping of Filipino American success frames and ethnic capital because these niches offer 

financial security and status.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 100  

Chapter 5 

 

Family-Making and Filipino Americans’ Success Frame  

 

 

Important as occupation is, Filipino Americans consider another element crucial to their 

success: family. To be successful meant not only working in a health-care profession, but also 

making a family of your own --- i.e. getting married, having children, and maintaining close 

physical and emotional ties to parents, spouses, children, and sometimes extended relatives. This 

value of “family-making” led them to negotiate their educational and career goals so that they 

could achieve familial success. 

Family-making is a concept that has been used by scholars to describe how individuals 

create nuclear families, e.g. through adoption and in-vitro fertilization (Baylis and McCleod 

2014), or in discussions of the impact of economic changes on fertility (Krause 2005). The 

concept is, I believe, useful in providing a window into the role of family values and patterns in 

the Filipino American mobility story. My utilization of family-making borrows its original use as 

a biological reproductive concept --- Filipinos consider procreating crucial --- but it also moves 

beyond this. I examine Filipinos’ everyday practices to see how they “make” family through 

daily rituals and the role that family making plays in shaping views of success and, consequently, 

occupational choices and mobility patterns.    

What do I mean here by the terms “having a family,” “family,” and “like family.” When 

youth and parents used the phrase “having a family” they meant the nuclear family --- a married 

couple and their children. Family was also used to describe extended family, including aunts and 

uncles. Filipino parents and children also said “like family” to identify close Filipino friends who 

were fictive kin.  
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Certainly, the Filipinos I met valued education, but education was not seen as the crux of 

a person's  success; family-making was. Family-making included getting married, having 

children, and maintaining close emotional bonds with parents and extended family members. As 

their frame of success centered on family, Filipino youth made daily choices that ultimately 

dampened their academic performance and planned on pursuing lower-level professions, 

especially those in health care, that they believed would be conducive to family life.  

Catholicism helps to explain this strong emphasis on family-making. The “remnant” of 

centuries-long Spanish colonization, Catholicism, continues to shape Filipino culture, both in the 

Philippines and in the U.S. (Ocampo 2010). The Catholic Church has maintained, in the words of 

scholar Enrique Nino Panaligan Leviste (2011), its “hegemony” of Philippine reproductive 

policies for decades. The Philippine Constitution reflects the Catholic Church’s influence; 

Section 12 of Article II specifies that “the State recognizes the sanctity of family life and shall 

protect and strengthen the family as a basic autonomous institution.” The Philippine government 

just recently granted universal access to contraception, sexual education, and maternal care in 

2012 (see Collantes 2016). The findings of a study conducted by Wu and Ida (2018) suggest that 

Catholic family values continue to shape Filipino culture in the U.S.; the majority of Filipino 

Americans, for example, opposed abortion.16  Among other things, the Church expects married 

couples to have children. 

Family-making values have become even more important to Filipinos in the U.S. as 

Filipino families have been separated by large-scale emigration; Philippine labor export policies 

have driven Filipinos --- mostly women --- to seek work abroad, leaving spouses and children for 

years at a time (McKenzie et. al 2014). Philippine structural features have had dramatic effects 

 
16 The Asian American sample of Wu and Ida’s study did not differentiate first-generation from second-and-higher-

generation Asians.  
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on Filipino culture and, consequently, on second-generation Filipino mobility; the lack of dense 

ethnic communities in the U.S. context seems to play a role as well.  

 

Family as Success 

During one of my trips home to California, my Auntie Bing (my father’s older sister) and 

I took my lola (grandmother) to the hospital to get her eyes checked. While in the doctor’s 

office, I came across an old family friend, Auntie Mila, a Filipina nurse who lived a couple of 

blocks away from my family when I was a child. It had been a while since I had seen her or her 

family, probably over ten years. She began to ask me questions about my family, how my mother 

was doing, etc. Then, unsurprisingly, she asked me whether I had kids or not; I had been asked 

this very question quite often since I got married. I answered that I was waiting because I was 

getting my Ph.D. and trying to get my career started. Confused, she asked, “Why don’t you just 

go into nursing? It’s only four years [of school]. Look at Cindy. She has three kids already and 

you are the same age.” Cindy, my childhood best friend, had gotten pregnant in high school, was 

married soon after, and later had two more children. She had a job that paid the bills and a nice 

house. I, on the other hand, had almost none of those things. (I must note that the fact that I was 

married but did not have kids was even more problematic). Cindy, in Auntie Mila’s eyes, was 

more successful than I was; she had a family and I didn’t.    

Auntie Mila’s way of thinking---that having a family is more important than earning a 

college degree and having a career---contrasts with that of other East Asians, who consider 

education and career crucial to one’s success (Lee and Zhou 2015). This is not to say that other 

Asian Americans do not value family, too. Research shows that other Asian Americans have 

strong family values. However, it is not a question of whether or not Filipino Americans and 
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other Asian Americans do have strong family values; the question is what kind of family values 

each Asian immigrant group has and how the kind of family values impact second-generation 

outcomes. I argue that the kinds of family values Filipino American youth and their parents have 

influence their occupational aspirations. Among the Filipino American participants in my study, 

the majority believed that family was integral to a person’s success. Without family, any 

accomplishments would be meaningless. Certainly, making a good salary like that of a nurse was 

also part of being successful, but another key part was having a family.  

Virtually all the Filipino immigrant parents I spoke with believed that to be successful 

one should have at least a bachelor’s degree, be married, and have children. However, success 

was not just “achievement” based; earning a college degree, getting married, and having a 

children were not enough to be considered successful. Success was also determined by the state 

of the family and the quality of relationships. To be truly successful, the family must be “intact” 

(and not disrupted by divorce or distance), and family relationships had to be harmonious and 

emotionally strong. Filipino parents considered any discord among family members, especially 

among members of the nuclear family, not just undesirable, but shameful. For example, I learned 

of a recent controversy in the NYC Filipino Musicians  community: Michelle Reyes, a college 

senior at the time, secretly moved out of her family home while the rest of the family was out, 

knowing that her parents, especially her mother, would not let her leave. Upon learning this, 

Natalie Cagalawan, who is a friend of the Reyes family, told me that her mom sternly said to her, 

“Don’t you ever do that to me.” 

Most of the second-generation, too, held a similar frame of success that stressed 

marriage, children, and family relationships. Janelle Lopez, for example, an honors student and 

high school sophomore, explained that success meant “having a stable job, earning a nice amount 
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of money, and just settling down with the family.” Christopher Morales, who just finished high 

school when we spoke, described success as “living in a nice house and having a nice family.” 

Many other youth I met considered having a family and having good relationships with family 

members----primarily those in the nuclear family but also members of the extended family ---as 

part of being a successful person. Cherisse Briones, a high school student, told me, “Success is 

when you feel prosperous with every aspect, within family, your job, to be honest with money, 

too, friends.” 

One of the students I spoke with, Allison Villanueva, explained  that her mother was her 

“model of success.” What made Allison’s mother so successful was, in part, that she “spends 

time with our family.” Allison added, “When I get older, I want to be like her and be good to my 

family.” Filipino immigrant parents often pointed to Filipino families they knew who spent a lot 

of time together as examples of successful families. Priscilla Cagalawan, who I mentioned 

earlier, spoke highly of the Ramos family, who she became friends with when her sons joined 

NYC Filipino Musicians. Letty and Johnny Ramos were physical education teachers at a 

Brooklyn high school and had three sons, Jay, a high school sophomore, and Irvin and Greg, 

both in college. She described them as a “strong family” and “they were always together.” I had 

the same impression of the Ramos family when I arrived at their house for their interview. Upon 

entering their home, I quickly observed the two youngest sons leisurely sitting on the couch 

(with no television on or anything else to entertain them but each other’s company) and both 

parents close by sitting at the dining table.  
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Compartmentalizing Family Time and Compromising Academic Achievement 

 

Because Filipino immigrant parents considered close family ties as crucial to one’s 

success, they encouraged --- and sometimes forced --- their children to spend most of their time 

outside of school hours with the family. Filipino parents considered spending time with family 

members important, as this is the main way to create and maintain the familial intimacy they 

desired. Because of this, any leisure time outside of work, and for their children, school, was 

often devoted to the family. My ethnographic study of Filipino families in the New York City 

area revealed that second-generation youths’ lives revolved around maintaining and sustaining 

familial relationships, which were not exclusive to the nuclear family. Youth spent their 

weeknights and weekends with their grandparents, uncles and aunts, cousins, and fictive kin 

(close friends of their parents) and their children, whom they considered like family.  

Filipino parents and their children regarded Sunday as the day for family, especially for 

the nuclear family but not exclusively. Many of the parents and youth I met spent time with 

extended family members and other Filipino families in their communities. Lynn Rodriguez, a 

high school junior in Brooklyn, talked about how important Sundays were to her parents. She 

explained that on Sundays she was only allowed to spend time with her family, which included 

her extended family and members of the NYC Filipino Musicians, a musical ensemble in which 

Lynn plays the guitar: 

Sundays were always church. Sundays were always family-wise. My mom never lets me hang out with my 

friends. If one of my friends had a party on Sunday, she wouldn’t let me go. Sundays are dedicated to 

family. I think that's a Filipino thing. We go to church. Sometimes we eat out or hang out with my cousins 

and NYC Filipino Musicians  kids and we just watch The Filipino Channel on cable.  

 

Like Lynn, most participants in the study said that Sundays were devoted to family and church.  

Even students in college were expected to spend Sundays with their families. Christopher, who 

was in his first year in college, spent Sundays with his parents and siblings.  He stated, “Sunday 
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is really a family day.”  His friend, Cesar, also a college freshmen, echoed this sentiment: “If I 

want to hang out with my friends instead of going to church, my parents would tell me I have to 

go to church first before hanging out with my friends.” 

Miguel and Claire Reyes also value their time with their daughter, Michelle, a first-year 

student in college, and sons, Kevin, who is in high school, and Alex, a 7th grader. During the 

interview, I asked how Filipino children compare to other groups of children.  Claire responded 

that Filipino children “have more fun.”  When I asked which kids don’t have fun, she and her 

husband told me:  

 

Miguel:   A Chinese friend said, “Growing up in a Chinese family is never fun but never wrong.” 

 

Brenda:  What do you think about that? 

 

Miguel:   Well, I mean it’s true. They are being pushed, like Korean families, being pushed to- 

 

Claire: To do this, do that --- 

 

Miguel: It’s not fun, but it’s not wrong. Whereas we ---  

 

Claire: Our kids, we let them do what they want to do --- 

 

Miguel: We want the family time.  We want break time.  Sunday is family time. 

 

Though Miguel indicated that there is nothing wrong with the way Korean and Chinese parents 

push their children academically and require them to study long hours, he prefers the way he 

raises his children because it allows him to spend more time with them. Edith Cua, a nurse, was 

at the time  on medical leave and had more time to spend with her children: “I’m always at 

home. I don’t work the moment they’re home from school. If I go do errands, I want to take them 

with me. If I have to do errands by myself, I do it when they’re not here.  But when they’re here, 

I want to be with them.”  She continued, “I would like to see them even if they’re playing 

computer. I want to be beside them. I say to them when they get up to go somewhere else in the 

house, ‘Don’t go. Stay with me. You’re playing computer, right? Stay by my side.’”  
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Sunday is not the only day family members spend time with one another.  Many young 

people I met indicated that they “hung out” with family members after school.  For example, 

Ryan, a college freshman, spends most of his free time with family members; he attends church 

with his parents and siblings, and he also engages in daily activities with his cousins, like 

walking their dogs. His girlfriend, Allison also interviewed for this study, explained that she is at 

Ryan’s house every day and because of this, spends a great deal of time with his family.  Leo 

Garcia, a recent high school graduate at the time of the interview, described how he sees 

members of his extended family all the time, especially his aunt who lives a few blocks away.  

He sees them at family events and when he “just decides to pass by.” Like Leo, Cesar lives close 

to his “Tita” and “Tito” and walks their dog. Leticia sees her cousins in another town in New 

Jersey often.   

The Filipino families I met often went to events and participated in community 

organizations as a unit. Perhaps one of the most memorable examples during my research 

occurred when I volunteered at the NAFBO tournament. Every summer, thousands of Filipino 

families who belong to the league travel to the national tournament. Family members --- who 

included extended family members like grandparents, aunts, and uncles --- traveled, usually in 

minivans, hundreds --- and, for some, thousands of miles --- to New York City so that they could 

watch their grandchild, niece or nephew, or spouse compete.  

What I observed from my time with Filipino families after school and on the weekends 

could not be more different than my experiences as a teacher at the Chinatown school, 

Community. During the fall of 2010, my eighth-grade students attended SHSAT test prep on 

Saturdays from nine in the morning to three in the afternoon. During the week, students came 

straight to the center after school for two-hour sessions, leaving Community for home after dark, 
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only to spend hours on SHSAT prep and completing homework for their “regular” schools. How 

students perform on the SHSAT, or the Specialized High School Admissions Test, determines 

whether or not they will be admitted into one of the eight New York City specialized schools. 

The administrators, parents, and students I met at Community view these high schools --- 

especially the top one, Lincoln High, as the “golden ticket” to success. They all know that 

Lincoln is the most competitive one and that many of its students move on to go to very good 

universities. One of the students who attended Community, for example, graduated from Lincoln, 

and recently earned one of the twenty-four coveted spots for NYU’s medical school; NYU 

waives tuition for all students, regardless of need.  

My students frequently reported that they would go to bed around midnight (and often 

later) and wake up at six in the morning to get ready for school. It appeared that they devoted 

much of their time outside of school to academics, whether at the center or at home. Some of my 

students attended school seven days a week; on Sundays, they would go to their Chinese 

language classes in the neighborhood. 

What is different about Filipinos from East Asians is that family duty is 

“compartmentalized” and separate from every other activity, especially school and work (see 

Ocampo 2010). For my Chinese American students at Community, spending most of their leisure 

time outside of school “on school” was fulfilling one’s duty to the family; academic achievement 

brings honor to the family. In contrast, if Filipino youth spend too much of their out-of-school 

time on homework and other academically-related activities, they are seen by their parents, and 

community members, as not being good family members since they are choosing to do school 

work instead of spending time with their families. 
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That family duty is compartmentalized for Filipino Americans means that youth often 

have to choose between family and school, with the former usually being chosen over the latter. 

The ethnic organizations found in Filipino communities demonstrate this: my ethnographic 

research of Filipinos communities in the New York City metropolitan area revealed there are no 

educational institutions like those found in East Asian communities. In addition, Filipino 

organizations often were family-centric; church groups, dance troupes, and cultural programs 

strongly encouraged the attendance and participation of members of the nuclear and extended 

family. For example, one parent, Gemma DeJesus, taught at a Saturday Filipino culture school in 

the city, her younger daughter, Melanie, enrolled as a student in the program; her sons, Robert 

and Aristotle, were teacher’s aides, and her husband, Jimmy, drove them to and from their home 

in the Bronx to the school in Manhattan every weekend.   

The compartmentalization of family may have a harsher effect on daughters than sons. 

High schooler Natalie expressed to me that her mother, Priscilla, has different expectations for 

her than she does for her brother, Jed. Priscilla assumes that Natalie will accompany her on her 

daily errands, participate in church activities with her, and stay home and keep her company. 

Priscilla once referred to having a daughter as a “gift from God.” While Priscilla would like Jed 

to come along with her on her outings, Priscilla, for sure, puts more pressure on Natalie to be 

with her at all times. Research on Filipino Americans has found that parents restrict daughters 

more than their sons and that daughters feel a greater need for their parents’ approval regarding 

life choices, like what college to attend, than sons do (see Russell et al. 2010, Espiritu 2009). 

Thus, Filipino daughters may feel more pressure to negotiate their educational and career choices 

to keep parents' company as their parents expect them to be close to home.   
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Filipino Americans’ familial frame of success shaped the daily lives and community 

organizations of second-generation youth such that spending time with family superseded 

academics. Given that Filipino youth’s leisure time is largely spent with family, second-

generation Filipino Americans are disadvantaged, at least academically, by their frame of 

success; as family is above all else, Filipinos’ academic achievement is compromised by the 

family values they so deeply hold.  

 

Lowering Educational Expectations to Maintain Harmony in the Family 

 

Research shows that East Asian immigrant parents often put tremendous pressure on their 

children to do well in school. My own personal experiences with Community in Brooklyn’s 

Chinatown show that this is true for many of the Chinese American students I teach.  

To be sure, not all Chinese immigrant parents place so much stress on school, but I have come 

across many who do. The Filipino parents I have met, too, want their children to do well in 

school, but the expectations that they have for their children are lower than those of the Chinese 

immigrant parents I have encountered. While Filipino parents would love if their children were 

the top students in their classes and earn straight As, they do not demand --- nor expect --- that 

their children accomplish this. 

One main reason Filipino parents do not push their children to do well in school is that 

parents want to maintain harmony within the family. Other research has found that Filipino 

Americans place great importance on amicable relationships among family members (e.g. 

Agbayani-Siewart 1994). The case of Alina Kang illustrates this point. When Alina’s son, 

Francisco, was applying for high schools in the city, Francisco wanted to put Lincoln High as his 

number one school because, no doubt, it is the best public high school --- and the most selective -

-- in New York City. In New York City, entering freshmen must complete an application that 
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ranks the high schools they wish to attend. The first high school on the application means that is 

the student’s number one choice. Alina told Francisco that he should not put Lincoln as number 

one and should instead put Washington High School for the Sciences, also a specialized high 

school but considered less prestigious than Lincoln, as his top school. Alina thought that Lincoln 

was too far from home. Francisco did end up placing Lincoln at the top of his list on his 

application, explaining to Alina that he probably would not get in. 

Francisco did actually get into Lincoln and Alina said that she did not like Lincoln. She 

described Lincoln as having “too hard” standards. She told me, “I don’t like Lincoln. I even told 

Francisco to pull out of it.” 

Alina Kang shared conversations she has had with her co-worker, Tiffany, who is 

Chinese. Tiffany has a son, Andrew, the same age as Francisco. She recalls when both Andrew 

and Francisco were preparing for the specialized high school entrance exam:  

 
Tiffany prepared her son for taking the specialized high school text since, like, grade four. I 

thought the test is in 8th grade?! I told Tiffany, “You’re insane.” I said to her, “Taking test prep 

before the exam is acceptable, but if you take the test prep two to three years before the test, I 

think that’s crazy. Because at that age the kids are not even old enough to even understand even 

the material given in the test prep. You’re just wasting your time. You’re putting too much 

pressure on the kid.  

 

For Alina, the pressure that Tiffany put on her son to get into Lincoln was not worth it: Andrew 

did not end up getting into Lincoln. She told Tiffany, “You don’t have to pressure the kids too 

much. Let them grow.” 

Alina explained both the positive and negative consequences of her type of parenting. 

She said, “Francisco is struggling in Lincoln. He’s not the type that would sit and study and do 

his homework.” On the other hand, Tiffany’s son is “really focused” and his grades are “really 

good.” However, there are drawbacks to this parenting according to Alina: “Tiffany is very, very 

rigid and strict and Andrew is scared of her.” Alina, in contrast, can “maintain a good 
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relationship” with her children. While she does not put too much pressure on her children to do 

well in school compared to Tiffany, Alina is “close” to her children and her children feel 

comfortable expressing their thoughts and feelings to Alina. 

Most of the Filipino parents I met wanted harmonious relationships with their children. In 

part because of this, they believed that children should develop at their own pace --- which 

resulted in trying to avoid pressuring the children about their education or encouraging 

extracurricular activities that those in other groups see as important to educational success (see 

Lareau 2011). Stories I heard regarding the high school application process from Filipino parents 

and youth were similar to that of Francisco and Alina. While parents gave their “two cents” on 

where their children should apply to school, the decision of how to rank high schools was 

ultimately left to their children. In addition, Filipino immigrant parents gave their children a 

great deal of freedom to schedule their activities and, later, what nearby colleges to apply to.  

Alina’s story also reveals something that I found to be true among many Filipino 

immigrant parents I spoke with: the children's emotional well-being was given priority over 

academic achievement. Alina was concerned about the tremendous amount of stress on her son 

as he had to do “four to five hours of homework every night.” Other parents like Letty and 

Johnny Ramos, also Filipino immigrant parents, also became worried when their two older sons, 

Greg and Irvin, became very overwhelmed when Irvin was at a top elementary school in the 

Philippines. Johnny described, 

Greg and Irvin went to San Agustin in the Philippine. There, they’re on top of schoolwork. Irvin 

got stressed out. He would cry because he was stressed out with all the homework and 

everything… Our sons were exhausted and stressed out. Every day, Irvin cried because the school 

was pressuring him. 

 

Many parents, like Letty and Johnny, displayed  some  sensitivity to their children’s well-

being. Of course, this is not to say that harmonious relationships were always maintained in 
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Filipino families and that children never felt pressure to do well in school from their parents. 

However, virtually all parents I met did not have the extremely high expectations that research 

has found among East Asians. Only one of the students I met, Jennifer Castillo, had parents with 

expectations similar to those of East Asian parents. Her parents expected Jennifer to go to 

Lincoln, to get into an Ivy League college, and to become a doctor.  

It appears that there is some truth to Alina’s belief that pressuring your children to do 

well in school does come at a cost: Jennifer was not close to her parents. Jennifer seemed to have 

an especially difficult relationship with her mother, who, according to Jennifer, put a lot of 

pressure on her and her younger sister to get As in school and get into the best high schools. 

Jennifer appeared resentful of her mother, explaining that her mother’s view of success is the 

ability to “show off her kids.” She added,  

In addition to showing off, she’ll also have a pity party. She’ll say, “My kids are terrible because they can’t 

do housework.” For my sister and I, it’s disheartening because my parents take all the credit for us doing 

well in school. Like, we threw money at you, you spit out success. That’s how you got where you are. 

 

 

Negotiating Career Goals for the Ideal Family Life 

 

Most Americans want to get married and have children (see Peterson et al. 2012). What 

makes Filipinos different, at least from East Asian Americans, is that both immigrant parents and 

their children believe that family goals should, rightfully, come before career goals.  Put another 

way, the career pathway one decides to take must enable a person to have children during their 

prime years and to spend ample time with their future families.  

 The majority of youth I spoke with believed that the quality of family life was more 

important than the prestige of career. For example, in a group interview Myra explained why she 

would not want to be a doctor: “When I was researching that [becoming a doctor], it was saying 

that doctors are so into their job that they forget about their families. Doctors have the highest 
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divorce rate. You're a doctor. Everyone needs you, and you won't have time for your family or 

yourself.” In the same interview, Myra and her friends described why they would not want a 

highly paid position as a CEO if it meant they would have to sacrifice family and children: 

 

Brenda: Let's say you can become really rich by becoming a CEO of a company, but you 

would have to sacrifice family and kids. Would you do it? 

 

Lynn: No, I wouldn't. It's not worth it. 

 

Myra: I could be in charge of how things work, so I could have a family on my own. I 

would have that type of business where I could have my kids with me. 

 

Jed: I'd sacrifice career for family. Family is the top priority here. 

 

Lynn: Yep, same. 

 

Jed: Your family is always there behind you. 

 

Lynn: I can both be successful and have a family, but I'm just not as successful as that 

CEO. I'd rather have a taste of both than a taste of one. 

 

Many whom I spoke with in my study explained that they had little or no desire to pursue careers 

that would get in the way of family life. And for the ambitious ones, like Myra, who regarded 

career almost --- if not as --- important as family, professional life, they felt, must be conducive 

to family life. Another youth I spoke with, Josh Santos, explained that the “best choice” for his 

career would be one that would help him “maintain his family life.” 

Both parents and their children believed that lower-level professions, especially nursing, 

were most conducive to the way they envisioned family life. Pursuing mid or lower-level 

professions would enable them to obtain a well-paying job that requires only a bachelor’s degree 

and to spend a lot of quality time with their future spouses and children. Parents felt strongly 

about their children having children in the future and that this should happen at least by the age 

of thirty. For example, parents Miguel and Claire Reyes explained that they would not be ok if 

their adult children decided to put off having children for their careers and that by thirty years 

old, their children should already be married and have a family of their own. When I asked if 
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Claire’s daughter, Michelle, decided later that she would just like to focus on her career and not 

have children, Claire was visibly upset by this scenario and responded, “I would tell Michelle, 

‘Stop! Stop that way of thinking!’” 

The young people I met said that it was crucial to be a good family member and to spend 

time with family. They explained that they would be willing to leave a job if it was not 

conducive to the family life they wanted. David Suarez, for example, said that he would try his 

best to balance his career and family.  He imagined having a very demanding designer job.  He 

said, “Yeah, I’d make sure that I’m going to be able to take out time from my day.”  When asked 

what he would do if his job became too demanding and didn’t allow him to take time out to be 

with his family, he responded, “I think I would quit that job.  If that job is that demanding and 

that stressful in my life, then that means that that job is not really the job for me.  Because that 

job shouldn’t take up my life.” 

The conversation I had with parent Irene Cordova was especially illuminating. She wants 

her sons to have children because “when a family is together, that is happiness.” She added, “A 

life without family is very unhappy. Even if you’re rich but you don’t have a family, what would 

you do? If you have everything and you don’t have a wife and children --- that’s what I’ve told 

my son ---- it’s useless.” 

 

Family-Making as a Response to Filipino American Structural Features  

 

To come back to a central issue of concern throughout this dissertation, why do Filipino 

Americans have a different conception of success than those in East Asian American groups.  

Filipino American family values and practices, as this chapter had shown, are part of the answer, 

and it is important to bring out how they are linked to structural features in the Filipino American 

community.  
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For one thing, Catholicism promotes family-making. The church encourages---and 

expects---married couples to have children. As the Philippines is the only Asian country in which 

Catholicism is the majority religion, it is not unexpected that the Filipino Americans in my study, 

most of whom are Catholic, value having families, too. One of Filipino values that originate in 

Catholicism includes the importance of intact families. In the Catholic Church, marriage is a 

sacrament which means that it is not just an act that couples commit, but an act that signifies 

God’s grace. Another value that Filipinos have because of the Catholic Church is the one on 

having children. Children are seen as “gifts from God” (Agbayani-Siewart 1994) and that the 

main point of marriage is having children. Thus, if a couple decides to not have children, the 

marriage is considered invalid by the Church. Filipinos value intact families, a value also 

influenced by Catholicism.  Abortion, divorce, and pornography, these are seen as direct threats 

to the family. Considering the Catholic Church’s influence on Philippine culture and society, it is 

no surprise that the vast majority of Filipinos in the Philippines are Catholic , divorce and 

abortion are illegal, and contraception has just recently become available. 

Of course, family-making occurs in all groups, but I argue that it takes a special form 

among Filipinos, especially compared to East Asians. Filipinos’ views on family have been 

deeply influenced by their particular Catholic background. Thus, the family values of Filipinos 

are more likely to resemble those of Latinos, who also are largely Catholic, than they do East 

Asians. John Casterline and Stuart Gietal-Basten (2018) reported that the Philippines had one of 

the highest fertility rates among Asian countries between 2010-2015, almost twice that of China 

and Korea. The strong Catholic influence  on Philippine family values is apparent in current 

policies regarding divorce and contraception. Under the Family Code of the Philippines, getting 

a divorce is almost impossible; exceptions are only made for Muslim Filipinos. Catholics seeking 
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a divorce can only be granted legal separation or annulments. In addition, the Philippine federal 

government did not provide funding for condoms or pills until 2012; before then, the government 

instead encouraged citizens to use the “natural” family planning method in which women keep 

track of their menstrual cycle and abstain from having sex on fertile days (see Austria 2004). In 

the Philippines, having and performing abortions are criminal acts; women who have abortions 

and medical professionals who assist them can face up to six years of prison (Guttmacher 

Institute 2013). Considering that more than 86 percent of Filipino immigrants are Catholic and 

are the largest Asian immigrant Catholic population in the U.S., it is no surprise that the Filipino 

parents I met hold family values similar to as those found in their home country (Cherry 2014; 

see Min and Jang 2015). 

 Second, growing up in an impoverished country where government social services and 

support are lacking, Filipinos learn to rely on their families for support, both emotional and 

financial. As one mother, Claire Reyes, explained, 

 
We have a big family.  Even though I’m stable, I still live with my parents.  A lot of people, they still share 

what they need with their parents, their brother and sister, even the nieces (laughs). We provide if we’re not 

married yet, we provide. That’s why in the Philippines we don’t ---  I don’t have savings.” 

 

 Two other factors, however, are, I believe, even more important in explaining the value 

on family-making, especially among immigrant parents: the lack of dense networks of Filipinos 

in their New York neighborhoods that create a fear of being alone and the separation of members 

of the Filipino family in a global context. 

Immigration scholars who study East Asian populations, specifically Chinese and 

Korean, often note their concentrated residential patterns. John Iceland and his colleagues 

(2014), for example, found that Chinese Americans were the most isolated Asian group; they 

were more likely to interact with co-ethnics than those in other Asian groups did. Min Zhou has 
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published numerous works highlighting the significance of Chinese ethnic enclaves in cities like 

Los Angeles and New York (e.g. Zhou 2009; Zhou and Cho 2010). Even better-off Chinese 

immigrants who bypass working class urban ethnic enclaves like those in Manhattan and 

Brooklyn’s Chinatowns,  often still live in ethnically concentrated areas in the suburbs, called 

“ethnoburbs”  (Li 1998).  

Unlike Chinese Americans in the U.S., Filipinos are not residentially concentrated. This 

has in part resulted from a large number of Filipino immigrants’ ability to obtain professional 

jobs, and thus, buy homes in middle-class areas. In addition, their high levels of acculturation --- 

their English fluency and familiarity with American culture --- make living in an ethnic enclave 

unnecessary (see Baek Choi and Thomas 2009); they can socialize easily with their neighbors 

and use services in the areas in which they live. John Iceland and his colleagues (2014) found 

that Filipino Americans have lower levels of residential dissimilarity from non-Asian groups (i.e. 

whites, blacks, and Latinos), than do Chinese and Korean Americans. Filipinos also have very 

few ethnic business districts in the U.S. Filipino business districts, like those found in Daly City, 

California, and Queens, New York, pale in size and depth when compared to Chinese business 

districts. For example, many Filipinos I have met claim Jackson Heights as a prime Filipino area 

in New York City given the handful of Filipino-owned businesses there (see Francisco 2010), yet 

Jackson Heights is one of the most ethnically diverse areas in the country (see Miyares 2004). 

Thus, while it is true that Jackson Heights has a significant number of Filipinos compared to 

other neighborhoods in the New York City area, it is not an enclave in the same sense Chinatown 

in Manhattan is a Chinese ethnic enclave. While the vast majority of businesses and residents in 

Chinatown are Chinese, the business owners and residents of Jackson Heights come from a 
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variety of ethnic backgrounds, including Chinese, Korean, Asian Indian, Dominican, and 

Mexican (Miyares 2004).  

That Filipinos do not live in Filipino-concentrated areas appears to have had an effect on 

Filipino immigrant parents and the expectations they have for their children. Almost all of the 

parents I spoke with want their children to stay close to home if they go to college and prefer that 

their children live at home while in school. Filipino parents, with most having no extended 

family in the neighborhoods in which they lived, often turned to their children for friendship. 

Their children served as everyday confidants and companions. Some parents feared being alone 

and discouraged their children from going away to college, even if that school was prestigious. 

Irene Cordova's one son, Mario, was attending graduate school in Washington, D.C., and she 

appeared to be very close to him. Cordova feared Mario’s ambitions; he was pursuing a master’s 

degree in Public Administration and had hopes for a political position in the future. She said that 

she does not want her sons to be “very high” --- i.e. to have a high-status career --- and would 

rather they be “ordinary.” Irene was mostly concerned that her sons would “not have time to 

call” her. She added, “I would not be happy if my son was too busy to call me. Even now, he 

calls me. He just called me a few minutes ago. If he doesn’t call, I call him. If we don’t talk to 

each other two nights in a row, we miss each other already.” One mother, Priscilla Cagalawan, 

explained,  

Filipino parents don’t want to be alone.  This is the culture in the US.  You see people.  They’re 

afraid to be at home, imagining yourself alone, because we’re not like this back home [in the 

Philippines], with so much family, extended extended. People die in their house alone and old 

[here in the U.S.].  That’s a fear. 

 

When parents have daughters as well as sons, the duty to keep parents company lies more with 

the former.  
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 The lack of  concentrated Filipino neighborhoods may not just be a New York 

phenomenon. Filipinos in the U.S. generally live in neighborhoods with few Filipinos and, 

usually, many whites. Residential data on Filipinos in California suggest this. While California 

claims almost half of Filipinos in the U.S. --- over 1 million --- Filipinos (native- and foreign-

born) are less likely to live in ethnic neighborhoods than Chinese and Korean Americans 

(Walton 2015). 

 Another factor involved in   the emphasis on family-making is the outsourcing of 

Filipino migrants --- particularly women --- all over the world. This, I argue, has made having a 

family and keeping it together more difficult for Filipinos in the Philippines. Of course, the 

separation of families is a part of the migration process; individuals, couples, and families leave 

their loved ones back home for work and a better life in a new country.  This is true of all 

migrants.  However, for Filipinos, the separation of families is not just part of the experience of 

being an immigrant, it is at the very core of the Philippines’ economic policy.  The Philippines 

relies heavily on remittances from overseas workers (O’Neil 2004) and has developed a system 

that promotes and supports the outsourcing of Filipino labor (Rodriguez 2010). Around ten 

percent of the Philippine population works overseas (Rodriguez 2010).  The United States is an 

important destination, but only one, and millions of Filipinos are living and working in the 

Middle East, in Europe, and elsewhere. Family members, in short, are scattered around the 

world, and many of the Filipino immigrants I met had close relatives not only back home in the 

Philippines but in other parts of the world, as well.  It is estimated that over 8 million Filipinos 

work and live in 187 different countries around the world, consequently leaving 9 million 

children in the Philippines to grow up without one or both parents (Rodriguez 2010; Parreñas 
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2005). This remarkable dispersion --- and widespread Filipino diaspora --- has nurtured a strong 

desire to keep family relations alive and strong in the immigrant context.  

The result of the Philippines’ economic policy of encouraging out-migration as a way to 

build up remittances is the breakup of the family. While family members do their best to 

maintain close relationships with their children in other U.S. cities and other countries, for 

example, using skype to chat with their loved ones (Francisco 2015), the physical separation of 

spouses, parents, children, etc. for long periods of time can have a number of consequences for 

family relations. For example, tales of husbands with two families are commonplace among 

Filipinos.  In a global context where the separated Filipino family is ubiquitous, keeping a family 

together, as one participant, Mrs. Cagalawan explained, is an accomplishment for Filipinos: 

“Keeping your family together is one form of success and if you can’t keep them together, it’s a 

failure.” This is especially true for Filipino immigrant parents in the U.S. who often feel that 

their children should not sacrifice family by  moving away from home; the parents, after all, have 

already succeeded in creating a comfortable, middle-class life for their families.  What is of the 

upmost importance for parents now is keeping their families together. 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has shown that among Filipino American parents and second-generation 

youth family-making is a vital part of their frame of success. To be sure, other Asian American 

cultures also value family reproduction, but from what I gather from the existing literature, 

childbearing is an expectation rather than a supreme symbol or sign of success (see Kitano 

1997). That Filipino Americans consider having children and keeping the family together as an 

achievement, and it entails considerable negotiation of educational and occupational goals on the 
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part of second-generation Filipinos. While education and career are important to Filipino 

Americans, just as they are to other Asian Americans, they are important to Filipino Americans 

because they support their value of family-making, which includes having a family (that is a 

spouse and children) of your own and being able to spend time with them and other close family 

members. Filipino parents have higher familial expectations for their daughters than their sons, 

which may explain why the Add Health analysis in Chapter 3 shows that daughters struggle to 

match the educational attainment rates of their mothers. 

There are advantages and disadvantages that come with Filipino American family-

making beliefs and practices. Although the decisions that the second-generation makes regarding 

their education and careers will lead to success in the context of their Filipino communities, the 

paths they take do not necessarily make them successful in eyes of those in the wider society, 

especially among East Asian Americans, who tend to view academic and occupational 

achievement as the primary measure of success.  Filipino Americans’ educational and 

occupational choices typically do not lead to upward mobility but rather a replication of their 

parents’ status; with lower representation in the most prestigious and powerful positions, Filipino 

Americans, as an ethnic group, will continue to lag behind educationally and be considered a 

lower-achieving Asian group compared to other Asian Americans, especially Chinese, Koreans, 

and Indians, who are more likely to gain entry into the top economic and occupational levels of 

American society. In addition, though strong family relationships give the second-generation a 

sense of belonging, it can dampen intergenerational mobility, as the family values that Filipino 

Americans hold often lead them to make educational and occupational decisions that can hinder 

upward mobility.  
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The legacy of Spanish colonization manifests itself in Filipinos’ religious beliefs and has 

shaped what Filipino Americans deem important. Filipino immigrant parents prioritize family --- 

spending time with family, maintaining emotional and physical closeness, and building families -

-- and teach their children to do the same. The separation of Filipinos all over the world has 

made making and maintaining the family even more difficult, and thus, even more crucial; in 

light of the current state of Filipino families, the Filipinos I met, especially the parents, view 

keeping the family together as an accomplishment. Thus, they encourage their children to pursue 

occupations that will support the family life they envision. Consequently, they dissuade their 

second-generation children from pursuing the elite professions that East Asian Americans covet. 

For immigrant parents, keeping adult children close is more important than having their children 

excel educationally and occupationally; residing in suburban areas where there are few co-

ethnics has made parents depend on their children’s assistance and friendship.  
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Chapter 6 

Filipino Racialization and Stereotypes in School:  

Being Steered to Become Lower-Achievers 

  

Lee and Zhou presume that all Asians are identified in terms of a homogenous Asian 

category and stereotyped as model minorities. However, this study found that Filipinos are not 

seen this way: their peers identify them as non-Asians and stereotype them as talented 

performing artists and lower-achieving Asians. Why Filipino Americans are racialized and 

stereotyped differently than “Asians” in the U.S. has to do with their physical and cultural 

attributes. As stated at the beginning of this dissertation, East Asians' phenotype and culture have 

come to define what Asian means in the U.S. and Filipino Americans do not fit these images.  

Filipino Americans generally are seen by others, and view themselves, as racially 

different than East Asians. Filipinos’ racial ambiguity, in particular, is a notable feature in the 

way Filipinos have experienced race in the U.S. (Ocampo 2016; Gambol 2016). Often Filipinos 

in the U.S. are mistakenly identified as Latino, no doubt due, at least in part, to the large number 

of Filipinos who have brown skin as many Latinos do and who have Spanish-origin names. 

Filipinos are also often identified as “mixed race,”  usually as mixed Asian/Latino or Asian/black 

(see Gambol 2016). In short, Filipinos tend to be seen racially  as more similar to Latinos and 

African Americans than to their East Asian counterparts (see Ocampo 2016; Gambol 2016; 

Nadal 2008). 

 Filipino youth are also stereotyped differently than East Asians are.  The Filipino youth I 

met told me that they are ethnically stereotyped as being talented performing artists, in part due 

to second-generation Filipinos’ visibility in hip hop in the U.S, as well as the impact popular 

music and dance has had on Filipino culture. While Filipinos are talented in these areas, they are 

stereotyped as not as talented in school: peers view them as lower achievers vis-à-vis East 

Asians. 
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Filipinos’ distinct racialization and way they are stereotyped lead to youth’s belief that 

Filipino Americans are, indeed, different from East Asians ethnically --- they look different, have 

different talents, and achieve less educationally than East Asians. Consequently, second-

generation Filipino youth do not think that they can achieve academically and occupationally 

what East Asian American achieve and resign themselves to occupations that Filipinos are more 

likely to accomplish --- that is, mid-level professions. Thus, Filipino racialization and stereotypes 

do not “boost” their performance and aspirations, but can, in fact, depress them – and thus are 

another set of factors which help to explain the occupational choices and mobility patterns of 

Filipino American youth.  

 

Ambiguity and Filipino American Racialization 

Filipinos appeared racially ambiguous to their peers; peers often misidentified Filipino 

students as Latino or mixed Latino or black. Racial ambiguity here refers to the inconsistency 

between Filipinos’ racial categorization as Asian and the racial categories peers assign to 

Filipino students (see Telles 2002). Peers generally misidentified  Filipinos as non-Asians --  or, 

to put it somewhat differently, usually did not racialize them as Asians --- in large part due to 

their non-East Asian appearance. That they are not identified as Asian, I argue, brightens the 

boundaries between Filipinos and East Asians, and leads Filipino youth to identify more as 

Filipino than they do as Asian.  

The Filipino youth I met rarely described themselves as appearing East Asian to their 

peers; only a handful of Filipino American participants were easily identified by others as Asian, 

and these individuals  tended to “look East Asian”, i.e. they had lighter skin color and “slanty” 

eyes (see Kaw 1993). Filipino students who were identified as Asian were usually in schools 

where Filipinos were a visible, recognizable, and often dominant, Asian American group. To be 

sure, racial categories like East Asian, Filipino, and Latino, are social constructions. My point is 
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that the young people I interviewed imagine racial categories to be static and real and have views 

as to how race affects the ways they are identified by their peers.  

 A few youth reported that, at times, their peers assumed they were Asian. Several 

students said that their peers thought they were Chinese.  This was the case mostly because these 

students, in addition to being Filipino, were ethnically Chinese. Gina Kang, whose mother and 

father are part Chinese, told me that peers mostly think she is Chinese: 

Gina: [My peers at school] think I'm Chinese but I have to explain the whole thing about my 

families in the Philippines. 

 

Brenda: What do they say? 

 

Gina: They're like, "Oh that's interesting." 

 

Brenda: How do you identify yourself when they say, "Oh what are you?" or "What's your 

background?" How do you usually respond? 

 

Gina: I usually respond by saying Filipino Chinese and then I start explaining the fact that I feel 

more Filipino than Chinese. 

 

Although Gina’s father, Noel, and mother, Alina, grew up in the Philippines and identify as 

Filipino, they both have a Chinese ethnic background and appear, in terms of phenotype, to be 

East Asian. As Alina described, “I would associate myself more of a Filipino, but if you look at 

my features, I look Chinese.” Another participant, Leo Garcia, whose father, Marcus, is mostly 

Chinese (Marcus’ father was half-Chinese and half-Filipino and his mother was full Chinese), 

also gets identified as Chinese. Chinese is not the only East Asian ethnicity youth were identified 

with; Josh Santos stated that his peers often think he is Japanese, which he said he has a “hint 

of.”  

It should be noted that several students who were identified as Chinese could not trace a 

history of Chinese family members. Vanessa Fernandez was often mistakenly identified as 

Chinese in her high school. She attributes this to her eyes: “My friend, who is Vietnamese, her 

eyes are more upward than ours [Filipinos’]. Mine is -- my friend says I look Chinese. But 
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compared to other Filipinos, it's [my eyes are] different.” When I asked her what her eyes were 

like, she responded, “Small.” A number of youth discussed how their eyes made their peers think 

they were Chinese. For example, Anthony Cordova explained that his peers often thought he was 

Chinese because his eyes are “squinty.” As “slanted eyes” are used as a marker of Asianness in 

the U.S. context (see Kim and Yeh 2002) , if Filipinos are seen by their peers as having “slanted 

eyes,” they can be mistaken as belonging to an East Asian group.  

One student, Natalie Cagalawan, described how she was identified as Chinese at times, 

which she desired, and as Mexican at other times, which she wanted to avoid. In middle school, 

she wanted to look “more” Asian. She was part of an accelerated program that was composed 

mostly of East Asian students. She told me a story of how one of her good friends who is Filipina 

was always mistaken for being Mexican because of her brown skin; being Mexican was an 

undesirable ethnicity, as Mexicans in her middle school were stereotyped as being less intelligent 

and having a lower ethnic status than the Chinese American students. Natalie explained that she 

is often mistakenly identified as Chinese, but sometimes she is, like her friend, misidentified as 

Mexican, especially when she tans and has browner skin. Wanting to be more like her Chinese 

classmates, who are seen as smart, she revealed that she puts her eyeliner on a certain way so that 

her peers will think she is Asian, instead of Mexican. 

The great majority of the Filipinos I met and interviewed, however, even those  in 

schools where Filipino was a salient category, were often misidentified by their peers as non-

Asian. Their darker skin color compared to that of East Asians was one major factor leading their 

peers to think that Filipino American youth were Latino or multi-racial. Spanish surnames, so 

common among Filipinos, also played a role in how Filipino Americans were ethnically and 

racially identified. So did dark skin color. Spanish surnames, in addition to darker skin color, 
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typically led to Filipinos’ being identified as Latino. This identification can have an impact on 

how Filipinos are seen as students; because Latinos are stereotyped as being low-achieving, 

Filipinos mistaken as Latinos can also be viewed as low-achieving. 

High school peers of Filipino Americans often struggled to correctly identify Filipinos, 

not just as Filipino, but also as Asian. One of the most common ways that Filipinos are 

differentiated from East Asians by their peers is their physical appearance, especially skin color. 

Leading scholars of immigration (e.g. Lee and Zhou 2015; Van Tran et al. 2018) have failed to 

emphasize the role of phenotypical features in the identification of Asian Americans; as Asian 

appearances vary, so do the way in which Asian youth are identified by their peers. 

The racial and ethnic identity experience that most Filipino youth faced was one that can 

be described as “mixed.” Filipino American youth in some instances were identified as Filipino, 

but they were also identified in a  number of other ways, including as Latino, belonging to other 

Asian groups, as well as being multiracial.  

Few youth said that they only have been identified as Filipino at their school. Those who 

were  identified this way tended to attend schools with  a sizable number of Filipino youth and 

virtually no East Asians so that  peers found it easy to identify Filipinos among other ethnic and 

racial groups. For example, Christopher Morales, who only was identified as Filipino by his 

peers, described his school as mostly white with a visible population of Filipinos:  

Brenda: So what is your school make up, what are the different ethnic and racial groups? 

 

Christopher: I'll say predominantly white, then it probably goes from white to a bunch of 

minorities. There's a good Filipino representation there and African American—mostly 

they're all the athletics of the school and there's not a lot of Hispanic. 

 

Brenda: I'm surprised, cause it's Catholic. 

 

Christopher: Yeah, not a lot of Hispanics and— 

 

Brenda: Other Asians? 

 

Christopher: Yeah, there's other Asians, too. 
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Brenda: Koreans? 

 

Christopher: No, not as much. 

 

Brenda: Oh, everybody else [his friends I interviewed who attended schools in New Jersey had 

Korean students]. 

 

Christopher: Most of the Filipinos were—I mean most of the Filipinos were like the 

predominantly Asian representation there. There's minimal other Asians. 

 

Brenda: There wasn't a Filipino club? 

 

Christopher: Yeah it was an Asian society but it was mostly Filipino. 

 

Ryan Mendoza, like Christopher, was also only identified as Filipino at his school, Howard 

High. As in Christopher’s school, Filipinos were the only visible Asian group at Howard. In 

Ryan’s words, “You have Filipinos [at my high school] and then, like very rarely you would see 

the other Asians.” Ryan and Christopher both used Asian and Filipino interchangeably to 

describe groups at their schools; being Filipino was equated with being Asian, and being Asian 

equated with being Filipino. Because there were so many Filipino American students and 

virtually no East Asian American students with whom to compare Filipinos, it was easy for 

Filipino youth to be considered Asian. Filipinos were seen as both cool and  smart in these 

schools. 

However, even in schools in which Filipinos were the dominant Asian group, Filipino 

youth still were often misidentified ethnically and/or racially by their peers. Allison Villanueva, 

Ryan’s girlfriend, also attended a school (a different school than Ryan’s) in which Filipinos were 

the largest Asian group. While she explained, “[My peers] knew I was Asian. Filipino,” she also 

noted, “Sometimes people think I’m Indian.”  

Many Filipino youth were identified as Latino, Hispanic, or, a category often used in 

New York City, “Spanish.” They were identified this way even if Filipinos were a large group at 
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their schools. Joan Calderon, who graduated from Hillcrest High in New Jersey, stated that she 

was identified as Filipino and Hispanic: 

Brenda:  When you were at Hillcrest, what did people think you were?  

 

Joan:  I got a mix of Filipino and Hispanic. 

 

Brenda:  What did you usually say to them when they thought you were Hispanic? 

 

Joan:  I felt that I do kinda look Hispanic so I was just kinda like "uh close but I'm Filipino." 

 

Brenda:  What would they say to you? 

 

Joan:  They just , it was just a realization because like it's not too far off. So they were like "oh 

that makes sense.” 

 

Brenda:  Why do you think that makes sense for them that okay you're Filipino but you look 

Hispanic? 

 

Joan:  I don't know. We basically look the same since we're pretty much old Spanish blood. 

 

Brenda:   Do you think Filipinos are similar to other Asians? 

 

Joan:  I don't think so. 

 

Brenda: Why is that why do you think 'cause other people have said that too? 

 

Joan: Because like when people think Asian they usually they automatically think either 

Chinese Japanese or Korean. Filipinos are like far off the mind. 

 

 The ethnic and racial composition of a school did not seem to affect whether or not Filipino 

youth were identified as belonging to the Latino category. Youth who were mistaken for Latino 

went to a range of schools, e.g. where Filipinos were a large group or where there were few 

Filipinos, and schools that had many Latino students as well as  those  that did not. Joan argued 

that some Filipinos were seen as being Latino   because they  could claim Hispanic ancestry 

(some may have had ancestors from Spain) but this is unlikely since very few Filipinos 

intermarried with Spanish partners during Spanish colonization.17 Along with their Spanish 

surnames, what is most likely the reason for youth being so frequently identified as Latino is 

 
17 Chinese mestizos, those  of Filipino and Chinese descent, were the most prominent and largest mestizo group in 

the Philippines. There were far fewer Spanish mestizos (those with Filipino and Spanish descent) in the Philippines 

(see Chu 2010).  
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their darker skin color relative to East Asians; their “browner” skin may signal to peers that they 

are not Asian, and they are seen to fit into the category Latino, which is often imagined as 

brown, and between black and white . 

But it is still more complicated than this. Most participants in my study said they were 

identified as belonging to a wide range of  ethnicities and races. A group interview with four 

participants who attended different schools in Brooklyn, Lynn Rodriguez, Jed Cagalawan, 

Joseph Andrada, and Myra Rosales, gives some sense of this variety:  

Brenda: What do people think your ethnicity is? 

 

Myra: Chinese or Mexican. 

 

Lynn: Chinese or Spanish. 

 

Myra:  It depends on the day. It depends on the makeup. 

 

 Lynn:            I look Spanish.  

 

Brenda:         Why? 

 

Lynn:  I don't even know. I think it's because my hair is colored. Then I turn around, they're 

like, "Wait, you're not Spanish. You're something else. You're Asian." 

 

Brenda: Why do you think sometimes you get Chinese? 

 

Lynn: Eyes. 

 

Myra: Because of our tan and our eyes. 

 

Lynn: Yes, the color of our skin. 

 

Janelle Lopez, like the four students above, was mistaken for a number of ethnicities, including 

Dominican, Chinese, Korean, and Japanese. Skin color was one factor that shaped how peers 

identified her. She explained that someone thought she was Dominican because she was “just 

really tan.” 

Sometimes appearing to be a mix of Asian and Hispanic meant that you were Filipino. 

Cynthia Luna explained: 
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Brenda: What do people usually think you are? 

 

Cynthia: They always ask if I’m either Filipino or a mix of some sort of Asian and Hispanic. 

 

Brenda: What do you say to them?  

 

Cynthia: I just tell them that I’m Filipino. And they say, “No wonder.” 

 

Brenda: Why do you think they say, “No wonder?” What does that mean? 

 

Cynthia: Because I guess they attribute the whole … when you look like you’re mixed 

ethnicities, that you’re Filipino. 

 

By “mixed” the Filipino American young people meant one of two things: (1) that  they are often 

identified as a “mix” of categories, e.g. Chinese, Vietnamese, Hawaiian, and Dominican or (2)  

that they are often identified as “mixed” race, mostly, a combination of Asian and Latino (see 

Gambol 2016).  

Filipino Americans are not necessarily presumed to be Asian because of their appearance. 

Because Asian Americans tend to be envisioned in the public imagination as having East Asian 

phenotypes, Asians who do not fit that phenotype, like many of the Filipino youth in my study, 

become racially ambiguous to others. This is especially the case on the East Coast, where there 

are fewer Filipino residents than on the West Coast. The racial ambiguity of many Filipino 

Americans contributes to the questionability of their being Asian and also results in a sentiment 

that Filipinos are not really Asian, or at least, are a different kind of Asian. In effect, Filipino 

Americans often do not get labeled as Asian, especially if their phenotype does not match an 

East Asian phenotype and if there are many East Asians at their schools.  

The difficulty in categorizing Filipinos may have a lot to do with the East Coast context. 

To be sure, scholars (e.g. Ocampo 2016) have noted that Filipinos are not easily identifiable in 

California as well, but the smaller numbers of Filipinos on the East Coast, and, with regard to  

youth, the smaller proportions of Filipinos in school, may make identifying Filipinos more 

difficult than it would on the West Coast. It may be that “Filipino” is a more salient ethnic 
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category in California, for example, with its much larger Filipino population than in New York, 

where the numbers are much smaller. Even so, research on Filipino Americans on the west coast 

also shows that Filipinos can be misidentified as belonging to another group, e.g. Latino 

(Ocampo 2016).  

Skin color is not irrelevant for other Asians, of course. South Asians, for example, many 

with very dark skin color, have qualitatively different experiences with race than East Asians and 

are often misidentified as Latino and/or Middle Eastern (Modi 2016). Indians with very dark skin 

color, it has been written, often use strategies to distance themselves from other minorities, 

especially to make clear to others that they are not black (Margaret Abraham and Vijay Prasad 

quoted in Foner 2005:55). While phenotype in itself does not create divisions between Asian 

groups, it can exacerbate boundaries between them. The darker skin color that Filipinos usually 

have, for example, is a visible marker that may operate to distance Filipinos from other Asian 

groups.  

Asian skin color is usually associated with the light skin color of East Asians. In my 

intermarriage study on Filipino Americans (Gambol 2016), a few of the individuals I spoke with  

described their “Asian” appearance as similar to that of their East Asian partners. In contrast, 

Filipinos who indicated that they looked like their Asian Indian partners described their 

appearance as, not Asian, but “brown.” Further complications ensue in how Filipino Americans 

are identified racially not only given the relatively dark skin color of many but also other 

physical features, such as eye shape and hair texture, that affect how their appearances differ 

from East Asians (Nadal 2008).  

The Filipino youth I met understood Filipinos as being an ethnic group that is racially 

ambiguous. Filipino youths’ racial identity as Asian has been impacted by their identification as 
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non-East Asians. However, their racial ambiguity does not compromise their ethnic identity; as 

scholars have noted, being racially ambiguous has been a part of Filipinos’ racial history (see 

Root 1997). Being racially ambiguous has enabled second-generation Filipinos to penetrate 

“cool” social circles and to be socially accepted and admired by their peers; as described earlier 

in the chapter, Filipino youth do not feel socially restricted by their ethnicity or race, which may 

be more of the case among East Asian Americans (see Qin et al. 2008). Thus, Filipinos’ racial 

identity has more to do with their experiences of being non-East Asian than it does with being 

Asian. What this ultimately produces is an understanding among Filipino youth that they are 

Filipino --- not Asian. Indeed, other studies, too, have found that second-generation Filipinos 

generally do not identify as Asian (see Ocampo 2016). What is key is that owing to their physical 

appearance, Filipino Americans are often mistakenly identified as Latino, black, and multi-racial. 

Filipino Americans, in other words, can experience a variety of stereotypes beyond the model 

minority one.18   

 

Filipino Americans: Stereotyped as Talented Performing Artists 

 Peers thought that Filipino youth were racially different from East Asians. Connected to 

Filipinos’ physical differences were stereotypes: peers tended to assume that Filipino Americans 

were talented performing artists.  

The Filipino Americans I met and interviewed as part of my study believed that being 

known as good hip hop dancers was one thing that set Filipinos apart from most other Asian 

 
18 This is in large part due to Filipinos’ multi-racial and multi-ethnic history; centuries of migration, colonization, 

and trade in the Philippines have resulted in a population with varied phenotypes (see Root 1997).To be sure, racial 

categories like East Asian, Filipino, and Latino, are social constructions. My point is that the young people I 

interviewed  imagine racial categories to be static and real and have views as to how race affects they ways  they are 

identified by their peers.  
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groups, especially East Asians. Filipino Americans took great pride in this. Youth explained that 

their peers assumed Filipinos were “talented at instruments and stuff” and could “dance, play 

music, …or something like that.”  I conducted extensive interviews and observations with New 

Jersey Dance Crew (NJDC), a hip-hop dance group composed of high school and college-aged 

youth. About half of the dancers are Filipino Americans, while the other half is composed of a 

mix of black, non-Filipino Asian, and white dancers. In one group interview with dancers from 

NJDC,  the participants said that Filipino Americans were “the best” compared to all other 

ethnoracial groups because they are “good singers” and are “talented all-around.” At Robert De 

Jesus’s school, students assumed Filipinos could dance “beat boy, pop, rock.” He explained that 

at friends’ parties “We [Filipinos] always get pushed to the dance circle.” 

While hip hop dance was by far the most popular area in which Filipinos were considered 

exceptionally talented  by their peers, Filipino Americans were also expected to sing and play 

instruments well. As Erica Rayos del Sol mentioned, Filipinos at her school were assumed to be 

“talented at instruments.” Filipino celebrities include TV stars like Darren Criss from Glee and 

Vanessa Hudgens from High School Musical. The achievements of Filipino Americans in New 

York area high schools contribute to this stereotype in the schools. At New York City High 

School for the Performing Arts, junior Natalie Cagalawan and fellow Filipina and friend, senior 

Trisha Salinas, played the lead, Kim, in their school’s production of Miss Saigon. (Natalie won a 

national award for high school actors for her role as Kim.) Natalie went on to play the lead in 

Into the Woods and West Side Story in her high school’s productions.  

Non-Filipinos I encountered noted Filipinos’ love for the performing arts. A good 

example of this is my meeting with Mr. Williams, a white music teacher who runs a singing 

school in Jersey City, which is recorded in my fieldnotes: 



 136  

I headed towards the Williams Singing School after meeting with Janelle Lopez and her family at 

their shipping store in Jersey City, New Jersey. Janelle’s mother, Lorna, told me that Tom 

Williams, the owner and teacher at the school, might be able to connect me with  possible 

participants for my study; she’s heard from other Filipino parents that many of their children 

attend his school. I spotted a sign, “Williams Singing School”, in front of a faded yellow Victorian 

house. I rang the doorbell and a white man in his 30s answered. I spoke to him briefly about my 

dissertation study and asked him if he could suggest any participants for my study. He responded, 

“Of course! Filipinos are the lifeblood of this school. Without them, we would not survive.” He 

added, “You are Filipino too? I know Filipinos love the ‘magic mic’. You can record in my studio 

some time if you want.” (Field Notes) 

 

Famous Canadian standup comedian, Russell Peters, said at a 2006 performance in San 

Francisco to his Filipino audience members, “I see you right there. I knew you guys were 

Filipino right away ‘cause you keep staring at the microphone, like there’s gonna be karaoke 

after the show.” One of my respondents, a Chinese American woman from the intermarriage 

project I conducted in 2014, similarly described Filipinos in this way. She explained  that 

Chinese Americans consider Filipinos “ghetto” because they are known to be good hip-hop 

dancers. During my field work with NJDC, I often drove one of the dancers, Karen Haywood, an 

African American teen, from where we both lived in Brooklyn to the group’s rehearsals in New 

Jersey. During one car ride, we began to talk about her experiences with Filipinos in high school. 

She recalled a time when a dance circle formed during a lunch period. Karen explained that she 

was surprised to find that some of the best dancers were “Asians.” She said she began to describe 

Filipinos as the “Blacks of Asia” because they were very talented dancers like blacks (see 

Chutuape 2013). Filipinos are viewed positively by non-Filipinos, not in terms of their academic 

skills , but for  their non-academic talents.  

 There is truth to the appreciation of the popular performing arts and music. Many of the 

Filipino parents I spoke with talked about the importance of music and dance while growing up 

in the Philippines, and in their lives here in the United States. Priscilla Cagalawan, for example, 

explained to me that her university required all students to complete a Filipino cultural dance 

course to graduate. The Philippines’ current secondary school curriculum --- the equivalent of 
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grades 6 through 12  in the United States --- includes a cultural dance component. Part of this 

emphasis on cultural music and dance in the Philippines has to do with the government’s desire 

to preserve Filipino culture (see Mendoza and Nakayama 2003). Priscilla also stated that 

Filipinos in the Philippines view the performing arts as a vehicle for upward mobility; Filipino 

musicians in the Philippines have sought work abroad as entertainers in and outside of Asia, in 

hotels, as well as on cruise ships (Llangco 2017). Employers seek Filipino entertainers 

specifically because of their ability to imitate American and other Western artists (see De Kosnik 

2017). A notable example of this is Arnel Pineda, who currently sings lead for the famous rock 

band, Journey (see Castro 2010). American writer Siddharth Pico Iyer commented on Filipinos’ 

ability to cover and sing American songs: “Master of every American gesture, conversant with 

every western song… the Filipino plays minstrel to the entire continent” (as quoted in Lisle 

2006: 116). 

 Many of the students I met through this project expressed a deep appreciation for the 

performing arts, which they developed early on from seeing their parents sing and dance. Some 

of their parents were performers, like Priscilla Cagalawan who is a cantor in her church, but most 

of their parents enjoyed singing and dancing within the confines of their own homes and at 

community events. I attended many parties put on by the organizations I observed, as well as by 

the families I met. One particular event stood out to me --- NYC Filipino Musicians’ Christmas 

party of 2015. Packed in a church basement, NYC Filipino Musicians  members and their guests, 

whom I estimated to total  about 200, enjoyed a long evening of live performances from NYC 

Filipino Musicians  children, including a band formed by some of its high school members, and 

line dancing, led by NYC Filipino Musicians  parents. The DJ blasted American music, from 
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1970s disco music to today’s top 40, a reflection of the range of generations found in the room. 

No matter what the song, both parents and their children could be found on the dance floor. 

 My observations of the second-generation youth at such functions, as well as in their 

daily lives, demonstrate that they share their parents’ love for popular music. Popular music --- 

particularly hip-hop --- has become an integral part of second-generation Filipino identity, even 

for youth who do not dance or even listen to hip hop music. One of the main reasons hip-hop has 

had this effect on Filipino identity, I argue, lies in the visibility of Filipino Americans in the 

genre. Arguably the most famous example of Filipinos in hip hop of late is the dance group, 

“Jabbawockeez,” who rose to fame after winning MTV’s competition show, “America’s Best 

Dance Crew” in 2008. After their win, they went on to do commercials for major brands, 

including Pepsi, Gatorade, and Ford, and currently headline their own show in Las Vegas. One 

of the dancers, Phil Tayeg, helped choreograph pop star Bruno Mars’ “Uptown Funk” video 

(which received almost 3 billion views on YouTube) and also performed with Mars during the 

2016 Super Bowl halftime show. Even some of my informants’ parents pointed out the success 

of the Jabbawockeez.  One parent, Johnny Ramos, for example, noted how the Jabbawockeez 

demonstrate that Filipino youth are very talented at dancing. Media portrayals of Filipino dancers 

lead Filipino Americans to believe that their group is talented in dance. In truth, Filipinos are no 

more or less talented at dancing than those in many other groups but their visibility in the media 

makes it seem like they are. 

 That second-generation Filipino American identity has much to do with the performing 

arts stands in stark contrast to an Asian identity that has almost all to do with academics. My 

conversations with youth revealed that their peers in school notice Filipino Americans’ strong 

interest in popular music so much that Filipino Americans have been positively stereotyped as 
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talented performers, rather than talented students. The admiration that Filipino youth receive 

from their peers steers many of the second-generation youth to participate in non-academic 

activities, especially dance.   

 

Being Steered into the Arts and Away from Academics  

Most of the Filipino youth I met viewed the Filipino stereotype of being talented 

performing artists very positively. When they spoke of how their peers assumed they were good 

dancers or singers, they laughed and joked about it.  A major reason they felt this way was 

because Filipinos’ perceived performing arts talents deemed Filipinos as “cool” and specifically 

as the “Cool Asians.” 

In most of the high schools the students I met attended, being cool meant having a 

relaxed attitude towards school, being able to socialize with and relate to peers outside of their 

own racial group, and having fun with friends outside of class. In addition, participating in non-

academic activities, especially sports and dance, often gave a person automatic “coolness”, as 

they gained a lot of attention, recognition, and admiration from the school community, but most 

importantly, from their peers. Filipinos usually gained this recognition as members of  a group, 

rather than as individuals. For example, Allison Villanueva spoke of the most popular group at 

her school --- “The Asian Mafia” --- composed almost exclusively of Filipinas and a couple of 

African Americans and whites, and no East Asians. Those in the Asian Mafia were not known 

for being good students, but for being “really good hip-hop dancers.”   

 Most Filipino youth I met said that being viewed as strictly academic in school, like East 

Asian students, was something to avoid. For example, Aristotle DeJesus labeled students who are 

in honors and AP classes derogatorily as “nerds.” Another youth I spoke with, Joan Calderon, 
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described “people who are so into their school work” as “nerds” as well.  Being a high-achieving 

student, in fact, was considered  undesirable   in many of the high schools the students I met 

attended.  

That Filipinos are  positively stereotyped as talented in the performing arts makes 

participating in music and dance groups attractive to Filipino youth. Indeed, many of them took 

part in performing arts activities, both in and outside of school; many of girls were a part of  

cheerleading squads and step teams; some, both boys and girls, belonged to bands, while others 

took part in chorus and other clubs. Not only did these youth join performing arts clubs, but they 

spent much of their leisure time participating in these organizations.  

 The involvement of members of NJDC illustrates the hours youth can spend as part of 

their non-academic organizations. Dancers rehearse at least two days a week. On Mondays, they 

begin practice right after school and then end around eight at night; Saturday rehearsals last 

longer, from ten in the morning to three in the afternoon and dancers usually hang out afterward. 

As mentioned in the last chapter, the daily lives of many of the Filipino youth I met  greatly 

contrasted with those of my students at Community, which, as I had previously described, is a 

Chinese American after-school and Saturday program in Sunset Park, Brooklyn. The students at 

Community spend most of their time outside of school working on their academics, either on 

schoolwork or preparing for the SHSAT or SAT.  Filipino Americans who participate in non-

academic activities, especially during the week, have less time to do homework; studies have 

shown that time spent on homework is positively correlated with grades (Cooper et al. 1999; 

Hsin and Felfe 2014). It should be noted that  Filipino parents often encourage their children  to 

be involved in non-academic after-school activities. Zeus's mother, who is a member of NJDC, 

explained to me, “I always tell Zeus, ‘If I have to drive you to faraway places to attend a dance 
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class, I will drive there. I just can’t wait for you to call me one day and say that you are going to 

dance in Paris.’” She continued, “I like to watch him dance because he’s good at it and I know he 

loves doing it.” Other parents expressed to me that they want their children to have fun and make 

friends and one way to do this is through performing arts organizations. 

 

Stereotyped as Lower-Achieving Asians 

 Among the second-generation young people in my study, Filipino ethnic identity was 

associated with achievement, but not the level of achievement attained by East Asians. Filipinos 

were identified by peers in their schools as lower-achieving Asians. For example, Gina Kang 

said that while Filipinos and Chinese students do well in school, Filipinos do not do as well as 

Chinese students. In addition, she sees more Chinese going into “medicine and law” while 

Filipinos pursue nursing. Another student, Cesar Enriquez, explained that students assumed that 

Koreans --- the only other Asian group besides Filipino at his school --- were “smart” while 

Filipinos were “kind of smart.” The Filipino youth I met generally described Filipinos in this 

way: they did well in school but not as well as East Asian students. 

 The youth spoke of their academic abilities as Leticia did, as high-achieving but not the 

highest-achieving. The way in which Filipino students speak about themselves is very different 

than the way East Asians do, as demonstrated in a number of studies which show East Asians to 

be more likely to see themselves as extremely high achieving and aiming for high-status 

universities and occupations (see Jimenez and Horowitz 2013; Lee and Zhou 2015; Gambol 

2016). Filipino students' self-evaluations and aspirations can have a negative effect on their 

academic performance, as demonstrated by the literature on stereotype threat. Steele and 

Aronson (1995) found that being stereotyped as lower achievers compared to whites depressed 
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African American test scores. Steele (1999) showed in another piece that even middle-class 

blacks underperform, despite their seemingly SES advantages. Though Filipinos are not as 

negatively stereotyped as low achievers as African Americans are, the fact that Filipinos  are 

stereotyped as less academically capable than East Asians can still dampen their achievement. 

 Leticia Papagayo demonstrates how the stereotype of Filipinos’ underachievement can 

impact second-generation mobility: Leticia was an honors student and a member of her school’s 

National Honor Society. She described to me that students in her school assumed she was very 

smart, as she was very involved in her school community and was, at that time, enrolled in 

Honors Calculus and AP Literature. She obviously considered herself to be capable of doing well 

in those classes as she chose to take them; her parents, in no way, encouraged her to do so. Her 

teachers recognized her abilities; knowing how high her grades were, her teachers were the ones 

who told Leticia about the National Honor Society. She also served as a Student Government 

delegate. Though high-achieving, Leticia did not even consider applying to any Ivy League 

schools. She explained, “I know my grades are good but I wouldn’t fit in because the students 

there would be super smart and I’m just smart.” Leticia continued to say that the kinds of 

students who go to Ivy League schools are “mainly those that want to become doctors or have 

higher careers.” Leticia did not want to become a doctor and is instead pursuing physical 

therapy.  

Many interviews demonstrated youth’s lack of confidence in school and work. They did 

not believe that attending the most elite colleges or becoming doctors or lawyers were within 

their reach, even for the highest-achieving students. Perhaps Leticia would have been more open 

to becoming a physician if she understood herself to be competent and able to do so. Filipino 
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ethnic stereotypes ---  constructed as lower achieving vis-à-vis East Asians --- did little to boost 

her in the direction of trying to become  a member of the elite. 

 

The Case of Jennifer Castillo: The Interconnectedness of Filipino Racialization and 

Stereotypes 

 Among all the thirty-three students I met, only one would represent what Lee and Zhou 

consider to be an “Asian” high-achiever: Jennifer Castillo. Jennifer  achieved what she did 

despite her Filipino ethnicity; she overcame Filipino stereotypes because she achieved what her 

East Asian peers achieved. 

From the time that  Jennifer Castillo was in elementary school, she worked very hard to 

excel in school and to gain admission into the very best public schools. She did well on the 

SHSAT and got into the best public high schools in the city, Abraham Lincoln High; Jennifer 

spent months prepping for the entrance exam at a Chinese-owned test prep program in Queens. 

When I first met Jennifer, her precociousness impressed me. I attended an event held by an 

organization she was a part of. This organization worked towards providing Asian communities 

with information regarding college applications and resources. She, and ten of her peers, most of 

whom were East Asian, put on a presentation for audience members, mostly Asian adults, about 

educational inequality and barriers Asian students face. Jennifer spoke eloquently and 

articulately; I was surprised that she was only in high school, as she came off as a graduate 

student. I learned later that her speaking skills were mainly due to her participation in the debate 

team at her school. Jennifer shared with me that her number one choice for college was Yale but 

she unfortunately did not get in; she would instead be attending Cornell that fall. She planned to  
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major in biology, as she had her sights set on attending medical school and becoming a 

physician. 

 Jennifer spoke of the discrimination she encountered as a Filipina American at Abraham 

Lincoln High. Jennifer’s experiences on the train on her way to school illustrates this point.  

Jennifer explained  that her Chinese American classmate, Clarissa, refused to speak to her each 

morning when they both took the Long Island Rail Road (LIRR) to Abraham Lincoln High 

School which sends many of its students to Ivy League universities. It was not until Clarissa 

learned that Jennifer was Filipino and not Latino that they began to speak: 

Jennifer:  I take the LIRR  and you recognize…the faces, like this person goes to my 

school or whatever. Clarissa would notice my face and I would notice hers.  And 

she would never really talk to me, and then I met her in my honors math class, 

freshman, sophomore year, so once I met her in these classes and we got to 

know each other and we became friends, she admitted to me sophomore or 

junior year that, “Oh I didn’t know you were Asian at first so I didn’t feel like 

talking to you to begin with.” It was like I had to prove myself. 

 

Brenda:  What was her background? 

 

Jennifer: She was Chinese. She was like, “Oh I didn’t know you were Asian,” and then 

she was like, “And then I found out you were smart.”  

 

Brenda:  So she didn’t want to talk to you because she thought you weren’t Asian? 

 

Jennifer:  She thought I was like Hispanic or something.  

 

Jennifer was accepted by Clarissa not only once it became known that she was Filipino, not 

Hispanic  --- but also because she proved that she was “smart.” Even after Clarissa learned that 

Jennifer was Filipino, she might not have accepted Jennifer if she had not done well in school --- 

was an “unqualified” Asian, in other words. Perhaps if Jennifer had not been a good student , she 

would have continued to be racialized as “Hispanic.” 

 Filipino ethnicity did not benefit Jennifer in school. At Abraham Lincoln High, Filipino 

Americans were thought to be unintelligent and low-achieving. Jennifer felt there was a marked 

distinction between Filipinos and other Asians, which had much to do with her experiences as a 
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Filipino American at Abraham Lincoln.  She recounted instances where she felt that her Asian 

peers perceived that she was different because she was Filipino.  This was made clear in one 

encounter with another Chinese American classmate:  

I heard a girl talk to me, like we’re in the same honors math class, and I got like a 70 something 

and she got like an 80 something and she was complaining and I tried to comfort her and I said, 

“Hey it’s not so bad, I got an even worse grade,” and she said, “You don’t have to worry about 

that because you’re Filipino.”   
 

I asked Jennifer why this classmate would say that, and she explained,  

 
She thought probably because fewer Filipinos get into good institutions in comparison to Chinese 

and Koreans.  Then if colleges were to look at a Filipino student, and like a Chinese student with 

the same talent and stuff, in order to increase their diversity they would pick the Filipino students. 

And to some extent, maybe that’s true, but the thing is, there’s no blatant way that they would do it 

because I don’t see how they [Filipinos] particularly benefit because it’s not really a racial 

breakdown.  
 

Jennifer had to prove to East Asian peers that she was indeed smart even though she was not East 

Asian. In a place like Abraham Lincoln High, Filipino performance can be dampened by their 

racialization, as they are expected --- either through their identification as Filipino or their mis-

identification as Latino --- to be lower achieving than East Asians.  Filipinos’ racial ambiguous 

appearance as non-East Asians has a lot to do with their racialization as lower-achieving than 

East Asians, as they are commonly viewed as either non-white, non-East Asians (Latinos or 

mixed) or as Filipinos.    

 Filipinos’ racialization as non-East Asians may explain another important finding in this 

study: not one student I met felt that she was treated differently by teachers on account of race. 

On one level, of course, not being treated differently by teachers can be positive if different 

treatment is mistreatment. But different treatment can be a plus. In terms of mobility, and 

especially in light of Lee and Zhou’s argument regarding preferential treatment of Chinese and 

Vietnamese Americans by teachers, the fact that Filipinos are not getting special attention means 

that they are not getting the additional resources --- and boost in ego and performance --- that 
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some other Asian groups are. In short, Filipino students do not seem to be receiving the extra 

resources and attention from teachers and administrators that East Asian American students so 

often get.  

 

 Conclusion  

 In their work, Lee and Zhou contend that Asian racialization positively impacts second-

generation mobility; the model minority stereotype has boosted Asian students’ performance in 

school and opened up opportunities that have been crucial in their educational success. Thus, 

appearing Asian --- or East Asian --- affords its benefactors advantages that non-East Asians do 

not receive. But this general argument does not apply to Filipinos.   

Filipinos’ racial ambiguity leads peers to identify them as non-Asians: Latinos and multi-

racials. Attached to Filipinos’ non-East Asian racialization are Filipino stereotypes, those of the 

talented performing artist and lower-achieving Asian.  

Filipinos come to believe that they indeed are different from East Asians. Many pursue 

music and dance and enjoy the attention and admiration that being talented in these areas brings. 

In addition, Filipino youth also come to believe that they are not as smart and academically 

capable as East Asians; the threat of being stereotyped as lower-achieving can potentially affect 

their performance in school. Indeed, the second-generation’s aspirations have been compromised 

by the lower-achieving stereotype; Filipino students do not think that they are capable of 

reaching the higher rungs of the occupational ladder and resolve themselves to becoming nurses 

and the like.  Furthermore no youth reported that they are treated differently by teachers and 

administrators, suggesting  that Filipinos do not  receive the opportunities and resources that 

these key figures have regularly offered East Asian students. In fact, given the literature on Asian 
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American racialization and mobility, it is likely that teachers and administrators do not offer 

these opportunities and resources to Filipino American students, at least in part, because of their 

physical appearance. Thus, Filipino racialization and stereotypes have a negative, not positive, 

effect for them in terms of mobility. 

The interaction between race, culture, and achievement has produced a particular set of 

racial experiences for second-generation Filipino youth that ultimately teaches them that they are 

not as Asian as East Asians are. East Asian groups --- their interests, their appearance, and levels 

of achievement --- characterize the category of Asian as it is generally viewed in this country. 

Those groups who fall short of this view --- Filipino Americans --- are racialized as lower 

achievers. Filipinos, perceived by peers as lower-achieving Asians, come to believe that they are  

and thus lower their educational and occupational aspirations to reflect the expectations that 

others have for Filipinos --- and not for “Asians.” 
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Chapter 7 

Conclusion 

 

Jennifer Lee and Min Zhou’s work --- and the bulk of immigration research on Asian 

Americans --- echoes the narrative that is so pervasive in American society, that of the high-

achieving Asian model minority. While the story that Lee and Zhou tell may broadly fit the East 

Asian experience, it is not true for some other Asian American groups. What is missing from our 

understanding of Asians in the U.S. --- their communities, their families, and their lives --- when 

taking a perspective that is narrowly fixated on the groups that have achieved what the model 

minority myth posits? 

This dissertation on Filipino American mobility provides a necessary modification to Lee 

and Zhou’s hyper-selectivity-based theory on Asian American achievement. The findings 

presented in this work demonstrate that not all hyper-selected Asian groups are created equal. 

Hyper-selectivity is largely shaped by the homeland contexts from which Asian groups originate; 

Asian immigrant groups’ countries of origin are distinct in history, culture, and economic 

policies. Niches can also have an impact on hyper-selectivity; the concentration of immigrants in 

specific industries and fields --- like Filipinos in nursing --- can affect second-generation Asians’ 

success frames and perception of educational and occupational opportunity in the U.S. As 

homeland contexts and labor market incorporation varies among Asian immigrant groups, so do 

Asian groups’ ethnic capital, identities and racialization, and, consequently, their mobility 

outcomes. This study on Filipino Americans illustrates that the educational and occupational 

aspirations of the second-generation are stagnating by the following: 1) the ethnic capital 

available to the second-generation, which has been generated by a lower-level of hyper-
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selectivity and female-led migration; niches, especially the nursing niche, have become primarily 

sources of ethnic capital, as they inform second-generation mobility pathways; 2) their family 

goals, originating in Filipinos’ Catholic-influenced culture and made more urgent by the 

dispersion of Filipino family members all over the world, and of Filipinos in the U.S.; and 3) the 

racialization and stereotyping of Filipinos as lower-achieving Asians that ultimately lead to the 

second-generation’s emerging belief in their inferiority vis-à-vis East Asian Americans.  

In this concluding chapter, I highlight the key points of my work, and discuss their 

implications on Lee and Zhou’s theory. I end by suggesting directions for future research on 

Asian Americans.  

 

For a More Complex Conceptualization of Hyper-Selectivity and Understanding of Ethnic 

Capital 

The case of Filipino Americans demonstrates the difference in level and quality of Asian 

hyper-selectivity among immigrant groups. Measuring immigrant hyper-selectivity by B.A. 

attainment alone only tells part of the story; as Chapter 3’s analysis of ACS and Add Health data 

shows, rates of post-B.A. attainment and less than a BA but more than a high school diploma as 

well as proportion of elite professionals vary by ethnicity. Filipino immigrants stand out on these 

two counts: they are less likely to have earned a graduate degree and to be high-status 

professionals than their Asian hyper-selected counterparts.  

An examination of gender shows another layer of difference: college-educated Filipino 

immigrants tend to be women but among other Asian hyper-selected groups, college-educated 

immigrants tend to be men. A major consequence of this is that Filipino hyper-selectivity is 

largely based on the educational and occupational attainments of Filipinas, who have arrived in 
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large number in the U.S. as B.A.-earning nurses. This contrasts with the hyper-selectivity of 

other hyper-selected Asian groups, whose post-1965 migration streams have been constituted, to 

a significant degree, by post-B.A. earning men who are more likely to be in high-status 

professions.  

Chapter 4 illustrates the impact of Filipino hyper-selectivity: the nursing niche has had a 

key effect on the occupational aspirations of the second-generation. Many of the youth planned 

on pursuing mid-level health care professions, with nursing as the most popular. Why so many 

second-generation Filipinos have such aspirations lies in the ethnic capital available to them: as 

members of Filipino communities, they have learned from their parents and other Filipino adults 

that one way to be successful is becoming a nurse. Drawing from their knowledge of the 

successes of Filipino nurses in the U.S., the second-generation understand nursing as a well-paid 

occupation that offers health care and pension benefits. Nursing, it is also believed, will enable 

the second-generation to provide a stable and comfortable life for their future families, as it has 

for other Filipino families. In addition, the social networks of the Filipino families give the 

second-generation the impression that becoming a nurse is achievable, and relatively easy; their 

mothers, aunts, and family friends have helped other Filipinos get jobs in the hospital and the 

second-generation believes they will get that help too.  

Chapter 4 focused on the effects of Philippines’ colonial history on Filipino immigrants’ 

U.S. labor market incorporation. The Filipino niche in nursing developed in large part due to 

U.S. colonialism; the U.S. created nursing schools in the Philippines that were held to American 

standards and that implemented English as the language of instruction. The Americanized-

training of Filipino nurses made them primary candidates to fill nursing shortages in the U.S. In 
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addition, Filipino-U.S. colonial ties led to specific legislation that enabled Filipino nurses to 

come to the U.S. even in times of severe restrictions on Asian immigration.  

U.S. colonialism produced a smaller, yet still significant, niche in the U.S. Navy. 

Filipinos in the military, especially in the U.S. Navy, serve as role models for some of the 

second-generation, especially the young men. Serving in the military has been a strategic way for 

Filipinos in the Philippines to move up in the occupational and class hierarchy; enlisting in the 

U.S. Navy, for example, has enabled many Filipinos to earn good salaries, obtain U.S. 

citizenship, and gain the respect and admiration of their fellow Filipinos. Entering the military 

continues to be a good option for the second-generation. In addition to the respectability and 

status military service people have in the Filipino community, the educational benefits lure the 

second-generation --- and convince their parents --- that Filipino youth should seriously consider 

enlisting.  

 

Success Frames: Beyond Educational and Occupational Achievement 

Chapter 5 highlighted how success frames can be constituted by values other than 

educational and occupational achievement  --- and are yet another factor in understanding the 

aspirations and potential occupational trajectories of Filipino American youth. Filipino American 

parents and their second-generation children believe that having a family and keeping it together 

are necessary for success. Because Filipinos have this particular frame of success, family-making 

--- reproduction and the maintenance of family bonds --- has become central to their lives and, 

consequently, has an effect on second-generation Filipinos’ educational and occupational 

expectations. Filipino youth believe that a large part of becoming successful is getting married 

and having children. As a result, they do not wish to attend college beyond four years and, 
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instead, plan on pursuing professions --- like nursing --- that will not be too demanding. They 

desire a future family life that looks like their current one; they want to spend a lot of their 

leisure time with their families and to be emotionally close to their spouses and children. Thus, 

becoming a nurse --- and not the higher-status alternative, a physician --- appears a better fit for 

them and the lives they envision for themselves. 

The importance of family-making in Filipino American culture affects the daily lives of 

the second-generation. Their parents encourage --- and sometimes demand --- that they spend 

time with the family. Family duty is “compartmentalized” in that family responsibilities are 

different from academic responsibilities. One consequence is that the second-generation must 

manage their family and academic lives separately. In this regard, Filipinos regard family and 

school differently than East Asian Americans, who often consider academic and family duties to 

be one in the same. Filipino organizations also reflect the compartmentalization of family life.  

These organizations gave opportunities for Filipino parents and children to spend time with one 

another during the week and especially on the weekend.  My field research did not reveal one 

Filipino organization that focused on academics. Many were based on religion (like prayer 

groups) or music and dance.  

Filipinos’ views about family and family patterns encourage the second-generation to 

make choices between family and their educational and occupational ambitions. They try to 

carve out a path for themselves to attain what constitutes success for Filipino Americans; they 

want a job that pays well but does not threaten the stability of the family. This requires them to 

negotiate their aspirations regarding school and work. In the end, pursuing a trajectory leading to 

a high-status profession, such as getting into an Ivy League university and becoming a physician, 

makes little sense to them because they believe these aspirations might compromise the family 
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goals that are so important to them and to other Filipino Americans. In this way, their 

educational and occupational aspirations are dampened by their family values. East Asian 

Americans may look down on the Filipino Americans for their lower aspirations. However, 

Filipino Americans consider Filipinos who compromise their own ambitions to have a family 

and are close to family members to be successful: they are able to provide a comfortable lifestyle 

for their family and spend ample time with family members.  

No doubt Spanish colonization and the conversion of Filipinos in the Philippines to 

Catholicism help explain why Filipino Americans have in these particular family values. As a 

heavily Catholic country, the Philippine government promotes --- and enforces --- the 

sustentation of the family. However, I argue that the global context of separated Filipino families 

also has shaped Filipino family values. OFW remittances are a key part of the Philippine 

economy, and the government encourages its citizens to seek work abroad. It is normal for 

Filipino workers, most of whom are women, to leave their spouses, children, and other loved 

ones to work all over the world. What has resulted is the phenomenon of the transnational 

Filipino family; research estimates that one in four underage children in the Philippines live 

separate from their parents (see Smeekens et. al 2012). As Catholic family beliefs are integral in 

Filipino society and culture --- not only in the Philippines but also in Filipino communities all 

over the world --- the fact that the integrity of the Filipino family has been compromised by 

migration makes having a family and keeping it together more urgently needed --- and harder to 

achieve. Thus, having an intact family is an accomplishment for Filipinos. As such, Filipino 

parents emphasize to their children the importance of getting married, having children, and 

making the necessary choices --- especially ones that pertain to work --- that will support family 

togetherness.  
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Filipinos’ Non-East Asian Stereotypes  

Chapter 6 demonstrated that Asian ethnic stereotypes vary among groups --- in terms of 

their cultural traits, achievements, and phenotype --- and is yet another factor in understanding 

Filipino mobility. Filipino racialization and stereotypes, constructed in large part by the idea 

Filipinos are non-East Asians, depress second-generation Filipinos’ academic performance as 

well as their educational and occupational ambitions. 

Second-generation Filipinos have become visible in popular music and dance --- 

especially in hip-hop --- which is linked to how they are seen, indeed racialized, as non-East 

Asians. Filipino Americans have become associated with the performing arts; their positive 

stereotyping as talented singers and dancers influences many of the second-generation to 

continue pursuing non-academic activities; many of them have been involved in music and dance 

groups prior to going to high school because their parents have encouraged them to do so. Many 

of the second-generation Filipino Americans enjoy being stereotyped as talented performing 

artists. Being seen as the model minority --- or as “nerds” is a negative thing among most 

Filipino American youth. The enjoyment that Filipino Americans get --- as well as the 

admiration and acceptance from their peers in school --- leads many of the second-generation to 

devote hours of their time to such non-academic activities.  

Asian racialization, too, depends on how the second-generation physically appears to 

their peers and teachers. Lee and Zhou assume that all Asians are identified as Asian in school. 

Yet, Filipino Americans, as this work illustrates, are often not. Their peers frequently misidentify 

them as non-Asians, seeing them as Latinos, for example, or multiracial blacks. That Filipino 

students report no special treatment from teachers suggests that their racial ambiguity means they 
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do not receive the resources, attention, and information East Asian Americans do as a result of 

being identified as Asian in school.   

Racial ambiguity has become characteristic of Filipinos’ racial experiences in the U.S. 

Filipinos’ particular experience as racially ambiguous individuals influences how second-

generation Filipino Americans view themselves in relation to the Asian category. As they are not 

East Asian, they are not necessarily seen as Asian by their peers and others, which ultimately 

leads the second-generation to believe that they are Filipino more than they are Asian. As 

Filipino identity is associated with lower achievement vis-à-vis East Asians, many of the second-

generation lack the confidence to pursue an “elite” trajectory and opt out of applying to Ivy 

League schools, as well as dismiss notions of becoming a high-status professional. 

 

Directions for Future Research 

This dissertation makes clear the importance of understanding the contrasting features 

between Filipino and East Asian Americans, and thus raises a larger point: immigration scholars, 

I believe, need to do more to explore and analyze inter-ethnic differences  among Asians in the 

U.S. and their consequences.  The tradition of assimilation and race scholars has been to examine 

Asian integration vis-à-vis native whites, with Asians (as well as whites) grouped together in one 

large category, but this ignores differences among Asian groups that may be critical. 

There is also the issue of how inter-ethnic Asian differences affect social relations among 

those in the different national-origin groups.  Research focusing on the inter-ethnic interactions 

among Asians can help us understand the intricacies and nuances of Asian American 

experiences, identities, and trajectories.  Does, for example, the discrimination Asian American 

elites experience in their professions create solidarity among Asian Americans of all ethnicities. 



 156  

Or does it exacerbate tensions among those in different groups?  Or, in another development, 

does it lead members of some Asian groups to solidify relations with non-Asians?  For example, 

Filipino Americans may experience discrimination  from nonwhites as well as whites (see 

Chavez 2011). Lower down the occupational hierarchy, how does shared occupation among East 

Asian and non-East Asian Americans whose attainment levels affect their relationships? I have 

discussed nursing at some length, an occupation that not only includes many Filipinos but other 

groups as well --- large numbers of West Indians, for example, in the New York area.  What 

kinds of relations develop between Filipino and West Indian nurses?  

A comparative study that examines the effects of occupational niches on second-

generation mobility would also be revealing. Hyper-selectivity, as I described in this work, is 

measured by B.A. attainment but we have much to learn if scholars, also focus on occupational 

niches as indicators of hyper-selectivity. While Filipino immigrants are concentrated in nursing, 

Asian Indians are concentrated in tech and, to a lesser degree, medicine, and Chinese immigrants 

are concentrated in engineering and science (see Purkayashtha 2005; Zhou and Kim 2001). That 

these groups differ in professional concentrations strongly suggests that these groups differ also 

in the ethnic capital available to second-generation youth. Intergenerational mobility, then, is not 

only impacted by the proportion of highly educated immigrants in an ethnic group but also by the 

types of professionals found in large numbers in an ethnic group, and we need studies that 

explore these dynamics. 

Another direction for research that I believe would be helpful in our understanding of the 

second-generation concerns the very recent COVID-19 pandemic. As I write this dissertation, 

nations around the world are coping with a pandemic that has altered everyday lives profoundly. 

What has become clear from this pandemic are the incredible risks health care professionals take 
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working with patients with an infectious and potentially fatal disease. Filipino immigrant nurses 

have been on the frontline. Witnessing what nurses have endured during the pandemic could lead 

the second-generation, who enthusiastically told me in my research that they wanted to be health 

care professionals, to think twice. Or, the pandemic could have another effect and embolden the 

second-generation to pursue health care work; the Filipino nurses I met as part of this project 

have been heralded by their friends and neighbors as “heroes.” Facebook pages of Filipino 

nurses I have become friends with over the course of this study have been filled with messages 

of admiration and gratitude for the work they do. Their friends call them “warriors” and thank 

them for their “sacrifices.” That health care work is viewed as being necessary, brave, and heroic 

may make this field even more attractive and compelling for the second-generation. Do global 

events, such as the one our world is enduring at this time, change second-generation occupational 

aspirations? Success frames and mobility pathways have potential to change and are not static in 

nature.  

 

 

The case of Filipino Americans presented in this dissertation indicates that we still have 

much to learn about Asian Americans. It also challenges our ideas about the direction in which 

second-generation Asian Americans are moving; their trajectories are much more diverse than 

what literature and the media have led us believe. There are Asian Americans who are becoming 

doctors and lawyers, but there are Asian Americans who are becoming nurses and military 

servicemen; Asian Americans are stereotyped as the model minority, but, in addition, as in the 

case of Filipino Americans, are stereotyped as hip-hop dancers or great singers. Indeed, some 

Asian Americans think that to become successful means becoming a member of the professional  
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elite, while others believe that having a family of your own and being close to family members 

are successes too.  

What the case of Filipino Americans reveals are the processes that make their trajectories 

different than those of the high-achieving Asian model minority. Many post-1965 Asian 

immigrants are indeed middle-class but that is not the whole story; they arrive in the U.S. from 

countries that are unique in history, culture, and economic structures. Those features, in and of 

themselves, create variation in hyper-selectivity, attitudes toward success, and ethnic capital 

among Asian immigrants by country of origin. In addition, Asian immigrants are entering the 

U.S. with a particular ethnic and racial landscape, shaped largely by skin color, so that the 

variation in phenotype of groups and within groups, also gives rise to variation in the racial 

experiences and stereotypes of Asian American youth. All of these factors interact to produce 

pathways of “success” that can be different for each ethnic group. Asian Americans are a 

growing proportion of the U.S. population --- 6 percent in the nation as a whole and more than 

double that figure in New York City where I did my research --- which makes understanding the 

differences and variations among Asian American groups even more essential than ever. This 

dissertation will, I hope, make a contribution to this larger, and I believe, important goal.  
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APPENDIX A 

 

Industries of Filipinos, by Generation and Gender 

Industry 

1st-Generation 

Percent 

2nd-and-Higher-Generation 

Percent 

All Women Men All Women Men 

Management 4.5 4.3 4.8 8.8 8.5 9.0 

Business Operations Specialists 1.6 1.5 1.9 3.7 4.3 3.2 

Financial Specialists 2.8 3.2 1.9 2.8 3.3 2.3 

Computer and Math 1.9 1.1 3.3 4.6 2.4 6.7 

Architecture and Engineering 1.4 0.3 3.3 2.1 0.8 3.2 

Technicians 0.4 0.1 0.9 0.4 0.1 0.7 

Life/Physical/Social Science 0.7 0.6 0.8 1.0 1.0 1.1 

Community and Social Services 0.7 0.6 0.9 1.3 1.8 0.9 

Legal 0.3 0.3 0.2 1.0 1.4 0.7 

Education, Training, and Library 2.8 3.5 1.6 4.0 5.3 2.8 

Arts/Entertainment/Sports/Other 0.6 0.5 0.9 2.6 2.4 2.9 

Health Care  18.0 21.3 12.2 12.1 16.5 8.0 

Health Care Support 5.7 6.7 3.8 2.8 3.9 1.7 

Protective 0.7 0.2 1.6 1.9 0.6 3.1 

Food Preparation and Service 4.5 4.2 4.9 3.9 3.1 4.6 

Cleaning and Maintenance 5.4 4.6 6.9 1.5 1.0 2.0 

Personal Care and Service 6.3 7.5 4.2 2.9 3.5 2.2 

Sales and Related 6.2 6.9 5.0 8.1 7.7 8.5 

Office/Administrative Support 10.5 11.5 8.7 14.1 18.3 10.1 

Farming, Fishing, and Forestry 0.4 0.4 0.5 0.2 0.1 0.3 

Construction 1.0 0.0 2.6 1.9 0.2 3.5 

Extraction 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.1 

Installation/Maintenance/Repair 1.7 0.2 4.3 2.7 0.3 5.0 

Production 6.3 4.8 8.8 2.8 1.6 4.0 

Transportation/Material Moving 2.8 0.9 6.2 3.4 0.9 5.8 

Military Specific 0.1 0.0 0.2 0.6 0.2 1.0 

Unemployed or Never Worked 12.8 14.5 9.8 8.7 10.7 6.7 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Weighted N 694,664 443,612 252,052 560,013 274,298 285,615 
Source: ACS 5-year estimates (2012-2016) 

Notes: Individuals who were born abroad an arrived in the U.S. at the age of 25 or older constituted the first-generation 

groups. To qualify as first-generation, respondents needed to identify mono-ethnically as Filipino and have been born 

in the Philippines. U.S.-born respondents and foreign-born respondents who entered the U.S. prior to age 13 qualified 

as belonging to second-generation or higher groups. Respondents needed to identify mono-ethnically and have been 

born one of 50 U.S. states. The Health Care industry included practitioners and technicians in the field.   
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