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Abstract
A profile of Nepalese immigrant Nilasha Sharma is sketched in this paper, which discusses how the cultural context of her educational experiences in American schools compares and contrasts to that of other students.  In October 2008, an interview with Nilasha was conducted in order to gain an understanding of how she views her schooling experiences.  Following the interview, research regarding Nepalese culture and other Nepalese immigrants was conducted in order to understand how the interviewee’s experiences compare to other experiences.  As a successful student, particular emphasis is placed on the influences of Nilasha’s family in regards to her education.  Also particularly prominent are her desires to succeed and her pride in her culture as being something she can share with others. The paper is intended to present Nilasha’s perspective of her own culture and education, and to interpret and comment upon these responses by using outside sources to gain a greater understanding of the cultural context of her education.

Ethnographic Case Study:
Nilasha Sharma, “A Background I Can Share”
	Nilasha Sharma, an immigrant from Kathmandu, Nepal, came to the United States during the summer of 1999, right before she entered third grade.  A senior at Walled Lake Western High School at the time of her interview, eighteen-year-old Nilasha was friendly, open, and provided honest and insightful answers to the questions she was asked, although she showed obvious hesitation in regards to making comments that could be potentially perceived as insulting in any way toward Americans.  Obviously intelligent (as seen in the answers she gave), the day of the interview Nilasha was awaiting her early acceptance letter to Brown University, where she hoped to attend the following fall, with a double major in cognitive sciences and linguistics.  She also expressed her desire to get a Masters or Ph.D. in psychology.
	Nilasha expressed pride in her Nepali background, claiming that it was important to her because it made her unique and gave her something to share with others.  She revealed respect for all ethnicities and backgrounds, but made it clear that she was not an American and wished to be identified as Nepali or South Asian.  Nilasha’s respect and appreciation for diversity was shown in her discussion of friendship, explaining that most of her friends were from countries other than the United States.  She believed that being “different” allowed you to learn a lot more about other people.
	The Walled Lake community in which Nilasha lived was predominantly white middle class Americans.  Although both of her parents were well-educated, Nilasha’s mother and father were forced to work at CVS because their degrees and credentials did not transfer to the United States.  The schools Nilasha attended were predominantly attended by white middle class students, with 5% or less of each student body made up of Asian students.  (The statistics for her first elementary school, Hickory Woods, consisted of 16% Asian students at the time of the interview in 2008, but that number had increased since her first year there in 1999) (NCES website).  Nilasha claimed to have had overall successful experiences at all four of the Walled Lake Consolidated schools she attended (Hickory Woods Elementary, Wixom Elementary, Sarah Banks Middle School, and Walled Lake Western High School).  She viewed being part of a minority group, and thus being “different,” as making her special and unique, and believed that throughout middle school and high school teachers liked her more because of her differences.
	Nilasha was very aware of her cultural identity and the importance her family had on it.  Throughout her interview, her family and their expectations were central to Nilasha’s beliefs about herself and her success in school.  Also prominent in her interview, however, was the discussion of her parents’ constant comparisons between Nilasha and her older brother, causing Nilasha to express desire for her parents to notice her accomplishments as being unique to herself, and not see her as constantly being in her brother’s shadow.
	Coming from the same community as Nilasha, and attending three out of the same four schools, it was interesting for me to view the community through Nilasha’s eyes.  My experience in the Walled Lake community was one in which I was part of the majority, being a middle class, White American.  Initially I expected Nilasha to claim that she did not see herself as being different than other students due to her successes both in academic and non-academic contexts.  I expected her to, at least partly, view herself as American.  However, Nilasha offered an important perspective on being perceived as different in the classroom and viewing that difference as an opportunity to further one’s learning.  Nilasha’s parental influence also intrigued me because I was both interested in the traditional expectation that Asian parents have for their children to do well, and I was curious as to how her parents’ beliefs influenced Nilasha’s own beliefs and successes.  Knowing both of Nilasha’s parents, especially her dad, I expected her parents to be encouraging and involved in their daughter’s education, so Nilasha’s comments about never feeling good enough because she was not her brother struck me as surprising.  Although Nilasha did attribute much of her success to her parents’ impacts, I had assumed that the Sharmas had been fairly “Americanized,” and therefore did not anticipate male favoritism.  It was important for me, therefore, to view Nilasha and her family as an outsider, instead of someone who already had a relationship with them, in order to prevent myself from making assumptions in regards to how I believed their family functioned.   
	Once I had decided that Nilasha would be a good candidate for my interview, I sent her an e-mail asking her if she would be interested and briefly explained the process that we would go through (signing the consent form, the interview process itself).  Later that evening, she replied to the e-mail, stating that she was interested in being interviewed, and that she would send me another e-mail later that week as to what day would be most convenient for her because over the weekend (when I was available to interview her) she had a religious holiday.  On the day of the interview (Sunday, October 12, 2008), Nilasha and I met at Biggby Coffee, a coffee shop in Wixom, where we both live.  There, I once again explained the reasons for the interview and thanked her for agreeing to allow me to interview her.  I then gave her the informed consent sheet to read over, which she promptly signed.  Due to the nature of the interview and the setting in which we were in, as well as Nilasha’s responses to the questions asked and that we had a previously established relationship, no ethical dilemmas arose.  
	The interview process was rather informal.  Nilasha and I sat across from one another at the coffee shop, drinking freezes, while I interviewed her.  The coffee shop was fairly empty; throughout the course of the two-hour interview about three other customers arrived and took their drinks to go.  This more private atmosphere allowed more freedom to discuss the questions without being listened in on.  Many of the questions asked were in regards to Nilasha’s school experiences, such as what she liked and did not like, and the influences of her family.  The sample interview questions given in the packet given to the Education 202 class discussing the Case Study assignment were particularly helpful as starting points with the interview questions.  Once asking those, when Nilasha gave a particularly intriguing answer, or one which I thought she might be able to expand on, I would ask my own follow-up questions.  There were very few problems with obtaining complete answers, although some of the questions asked we had to return to at the end of the interview because she did not know how to answer them at the time.  The initial interview was very successful.  I thanked Nilasha both in person and via interview for her help.  About a week following the first interview, after conducting research in regards to aspects Nilasha discussed during it which particularly intrigued me, I sent her a follow-up e-mail asking a few more questions about both her responses and some research I had found, and questioned whether or not she believed it applied to her individual case.  These questions included more background information on her parents and grandfather, whether or not she would ever consider applying for U.S. citizenship, and questions I had found in my research regarding Nepalese culture.
	Nilasha’s interviews highlighted three central issues in her life: the effect school experiences have had on her, her family’s influences on her achievement, and the shaping of her personal identity.
Nepali Culture
	My family is from Kathmandu, Nepal.  We moved to Michigan when I was eight because my parents wanted to provide my brother and me with a better education.  My cultural community is pretty spread out, but there are a lot of us in Michigan, New York, and Virginia.  Many of them are doctors or engineers.  In Nepal, both of my parents were professors, but when we moved here, their degrees and credentials did not transfer, so both of them have been working at CVS Pharmacy.  But my dad. . .is a substitute teacher for the Walled Lake School district.   
	I think Nepali culture is more formal than American culture.  In Nepali culture we say “Namaste” by putting our hands together to say both “hello” and “goodbye.”  We also have certain names for family members, like mamu for mom, baba for dad, muwa for grandpa, and buwa for grandpa.  And anyone older than you should be treated with respect and more formal language should be used when addressing them.  You should always use formal language when addressing someone who is older than you, even if it is only by a year or something like that.
	In Nepal, PDA [public display of affection] is not typical at all.  It’s looked down upon.  Gays and lesbians don’t have any rights; but it’s not even a debate like it is here.  When someone is different, everyone in the community knows about it and everyone talks about it.  We also have arranged marriages, but that’s starting to change.  When marriages are arranged, all of your relatives start to look for a suitable spouse for you, not just the female relatives.  Like, my dad and uncles would go to work and tell everyone that his daughter is of marriageable age and my mom, grandma, and aunts would talk to everyone they know to find a husband for me.   That’s not really done when you’re in America, though.  Mostly in Nepal you don’t marry outside of your culture, but it’s starting to happen more.  In America it’s not as realistic, so there’s not that social expectation.  I don’t think I’ll marry a Nepali.
	In Nepal, families stay close geographically.  Multiple generations live in the same household.  Houses are made for joint families.  If I still lived in Nepal, my family would be living with our extended relatives, especially my dad’s parents.  But once they come to the United States, families usually spread out and locate depending on job opportunities.  In America it’s not really practical to have joint family houses.  But when my family first came here from Nepal, we lived with my uncle and his family in their house until my family found an apartment for ourselves.  
	Males are definitely the decision makers of the family.  Like, my dad may consult us, but he may not take into consideration our opinions, and we have to respect that because he is the male figure.  But, I don’t know. . .I feel like it can be situational.  Like, if it’s something that is really going to affect the family, I think he may consider our opinions more.  Maybe. 
	I think that Nepalese focus on education and family, then self; but Americans seem to put themselves first, then family, then education.  And, well, I think that a lot of American teenagers don’t have respect for their parents and others.  There are just different values.  
School Experiences
	School in Nepal is taught very “by the books.”  Only traditional subjects are taught and there is the belief that the only way you can learn is to read.  There are no hands-on experiences.  That’s why I liked American schools so much- I had hands-on opportunities.  I finished second grade in Nepal and began third grade at Hickory Woods Elementary in the fall.  Then I attended Wixom Elementary for fourth and fifth grade because we moved out of my uncle’s house to an apartment in Wixom.  I liked school, but I was uncomfortable at first.  I wasn’t really fully adjusted until seventh grade, at Sarah Banks Middle School.  I don’t really know what changed. . .I think it was my perception of acceptance.  It was a personal conflict.  I don’t think that my teachers or other students caused my discomfort.  In seventh grade I just began to feel like the teachers liked me more because of my differences, so I was less worried about fitting in.
	I think that I’m a good student.  Some of it comes from family genes and a lot of it comes from my family environment and expectations.  My parents expect me to get good grades, so that puts pressure on me to do well.  If I don’t, I’m letting everyone down.  But I’m also at an advantage because my dad had studied in the United States and my grandpa worked for the U.S. government, so that knowledge is already within my family.  Plus, my school in Nepal was a British private school, so we had to speak English at all times, except in our one Nepali class.  That’s part of the reason why I already knew how to speak English when we first came to the U.S.  I think that it helped.
	In general I’ve had good experiences in school, but one bad experience in school has been when classmates think that academics and extra curriculars are my life and that I have no outside life, such as just hanging out with friends.  It’s like they think that because I do well and am involved, I must not have time for friends and fun, which isn’t true.  I also feel that even though I do well partly because of my parents, they have such high expectations for me partly because of my brother.  It’s like everything I do is compared to what he has done and everything I do well, he’s already done first.  But education is really important to me.  I really like math, even though I’m not very good, because it never ends.  There are always new things to find out, learn, and solve.  I also like languages because there are always new things to learn and because I am interested in diversity and traveling.  I’m not a debate person, though, and my least favorite subjects are government and history.  After I graduate in the spring, I want to study cognitive sciences and linguistics at either Brown or Dartmouth.  I applied for early admission at Brown, so hopefully I’ll hear back from them soon.  I applied to Wesleyan and a few others, but I really want to go to Brown.  I think that the reason for going to school is to find out more about yourself and to learn how to accomplish goals.  I can only do what I think I can accomplish. 
	I’m in a lot of activities both within and outside of school.  I’m on the swim team, participate in forensics, do orchestra, I’m a part of German club, Student Council, and NHS; I volunteer at Providence Hospital as a surgery assistant, and volunteer at the Wixom Public Library, where I’m on the Teen Advisory group.  I like these non-academic activities because they allow me to socialize, make more friends, and expand my mind in ways other than academics.  But I wish that I had time to do more, like tennis.  I think that swimming has had the biggest affect on me because I didn’t realize how far I could go with it.  One day I decided “let’s go for it” and I did.  And I guess that forensics has had a big influence on me too because I went to states my freshman year and didn’t know what I was really doing, but I did it anyway.  My parents. . .think that I do too much and worry that I won’t have time for academics, but not all the activities overlap and I really am able to handle it all.
	In school, almost all of my teachers have been accepting of me.  Most of them were curious and wanted to know more about me and my culture.  My history teacher, Mr. Drallen, talked about Nepal and incorporated it into the curriculum.  It was nice to be included.  But usually other countries are picked and talked about over Nepal, or the facts about it are wrong, but I don’t want to correct the teacher.  My first teacher at Hickory Woods, Ms. Apom, really made me feel welcome.  But it would have been nice if the teachers had made the differences open to more students, like encouraging them to ask questions. I think that teachers should have culturally different students talk about their cultural experiences more.  I feel like there could be a lot to share, but even though people may be open and accepting and curious, they don’t really know what anyone else’s culture is really like and aren’t encouraged to ask, so nothing gets shared.  
	During my freshman year of high school at Walled Lake Western, a new Nepali student came to school and I was asked to help her.  I acknowledged the girl’s father to show my respect, then introduced myself to the girl.  The school wanted me to be her guide and show her around the school since I was also Nepali.  When I was walking with her, I spoke in English, but she ended up stopping me and asked if I could speak in Nepali instead.  She was so quiet and traditional before, like, back then.  You wouldn’t believe what she’s like now, and it’s only been three years.  She’s, like, completely Americanized.  I would advise any new student to not be afraid of not fitting in, and to be willing to ask for help.  I would also encourage them to get involved in extra curricular activities to make friends and feel like a part of something.
Family Influences
	I think that grades are important, but it’s understandable if you really try but don’t highly succeed.  But my parents just don’t get it.  They don’t understand the situations I am in because they grew up with something different.  My brother was also very successful [in school] and they’re always comparing me to him.  Like, if I don’t understand something in school, they’ll tell me that I should be able to succeed because he did.  They think that grades are the most important aspect of school.
	My parents are very involved in my education.  We moved here so that my brother and I would have a better education, so they make sure to know and ask about what is going on.  My dad is a substitute for Walled Lake schools, so I see him a lot at school.  He’s even been a substitute teacher in classes that I’ve been in.  In school I talk to him in English, even though we only speak Nepali at home.  I don’t think that I would have excelled as much [in school] if my parents had been less involved, but I wish that they had lower expectations.  They have taught me that I should make myself happy, but also that what makes my family happy should make me happy.  More importantly, they have taught me the value of respect.  Like I said, I think that a lot of people in the U.S. don’t have that.  My mom, especially, has encouraged me to hold onto my roots.  She makes me write Nepali words and read Nepali stories so I won’t forget.  It’s important that it remains a part of me.  I don’t think that my parents are strict, but they are concerned, and afraid to let me be independent.  It’s not that they don’t trust me, but they don’t trust others.  I wish they would change their expectations and let me become more independent, like going out on my own, but they’re afraid that something will happen.  It’s just not what they’re used to.
	My family is very close, meaning that everybody shares everything, but I don’t tell my parents everything.  I am more open with my mom, though, and I share more with her.  But mostly I only tell my parents about things that they would hear about later, like if there was something going on at school.  I can feel how much power my parents have over me, and I can’t retaliate about anything or talk back, even if I’m right and they’re wrong.  But my parents have never punished me.  Like, I’ve never been grounded.  
	[My family] eats meals together, and I think that’s pretty unusual for American families, especially once the kids are teenagers.  At home we eat mostly Nepali foods for meals, but the snacks are usually more American.  I also listen to a lot of foreign music.  And not just Nepali [music]; my favorite band is from South Africa.  I also like Chinese and German music, as well as classical.  My parents don’t usually listen to American music, but they do watch a lot of game shows, like Jeopardy and The Price is Right, and watch a lot of news.  But not like local news like FOX; they watch global news like CNN and BBC.  My dad wakes up at five every morning to listen to the news.  I guess that my parents’ influence struck my interest in it because I listen to NPR and PBS and Frontline World.  But I watch things for entertainment, too.  I watch lots of movies and I watch “Desperate Housewives” with my mom.
	I think that, especially when we’re in America, holidays are really important because they give us an opportunity to celebrate with family, and any way to spend time with family we take.  We try to celebrate by doing anything we would do back in Nepal in the U.S.  I go to the Hindu temple irregularly with my parents.  I think it’s important that I go, even though I don’t know if [Hindu is] what I am because it shows commitment to my parents.
	I admire my grandpa because I think that he. . .I feel like he’s more American than I am.  He is really open and on top of things.  He’s, like, the smartest person I know.  He always remembers everyone’s birthdays and is really family oriented, even though he’s so far away [in Nepal].  I admire how he learned from Americans and incorporated what he learned into our family.  My family is very different from other Nepali families because of this.  It has definitely been to my advantage because it has made me excel in this world.
Personal Identity
	I guess I would identify myself as South Asian, or Nepali, more specifically.  This identity is really important because it gives me, like, something I can talk about.  There’s a background I can share.  It’s important in school because it makes me different.  I think that you can learn a lot more about people if you’re different.  I think that what I like most about myself is that I can share my culture with other people.  I am also open, interested in, and accepting of other cultures.  I would [also] describe myself as quiet and afraid to speak my mind.  I guess I shouldn’t be, but. . .
	Most of my friends have similar characteristics as mine.  I really value honesty and openness.  I have a lot of friends from different countries.  I mean, I have American friends, too, but most of my friends are more diverse.  It’s important that my parents approve of my friends, but their disapproval does not mean that I will stop being friends with the person.  Usually my friends and I go to the movies or mall, drive around with loud music, and watch old TV shows at each other’s houses.  We just like to have fun.
	When things go bad I usually, like. . .okay, I cry and then I come to realize that it’s not worth freaking out about.  Then I usually go on.  I worry about things that I don’t need to worry about, but I try to focus on the present.  I’m happiest when my parents tell other people something individualistic about me; like, an accomplishment that has nothing to do with my brother.  But this is rare because he’s male, so it’s very typical for me to be constantly compared to him.  I can’t bring it up because I’m afraid that those comparisons will still be made.  My parents will be like, “he would never talk back to us.”  I think that I am successful, but I feel like I’m never going to be good enough because I’m not my brother.  Outside of my immediate family I have family support that appreciates me for who I am.
	I think that I need to be more positive.  Successful people set goals that are reachable and continue to set new goals after the previous ones have been reached.  I think that success is personal; setting and achieving your own goals makes you successful.  My parents see success as more academic.  They want to know what you have to show for your efforts.
	In the future, I hope to attend either Brown or Dartmouth and get my masters or Ph.D. in psychology.  And I want to travel.  I don’t think that I want to live in Michigan as an adult because I feel isolated here, especially in the Walled Lake area.  I would like to live in New York, Massachusetts, Germany, or Australia.  I think that I would like to get married, but it probably won’t be somebody from Nepal.  I don’t have that social expectation from my parents.  Mostly I just want to be happy and successful.
Commentary
	The importance of her family and their influences on her are clearly key to both Nilasha’s academic success and her perception of herself.  In Sonia Nieto and Patty Bode’s book Affirming Diversity, the authors discuss cultural discontinuities and school achievement.  During a discussion of a case study participant’s cultural discontinuities in the context of school, Nieto and Bode explain how the Vietnamese student’s school in Vietnam was based on “listening and memorizing” (2008, p. 183) and, thus, entering a classroom where “teachers are informal and friendly, students are expected to ask questions and speak in front of the class, and group work is the order of the day” (2008, p. 182) could have made the student feel uncomfortable or out of place.  The authors then go on to explain that the case study participant did not react negatively to this cultural discontinuity because “there are countless differences among people from the same cultural group” (2008, p. 183).  The school that Hoang Vinh, Nieto and Bode’s case study participant, attended in Vietnam is very similar to the school Nilasha attended in Nepal.  Nilasha described school in Nepal as being “very by the books” (Nilasha Sharma, personal interview, October 12, 2008) and severely lacking in hands-on experiences.  Although the schools Nilasha attended in the United States were taught by much more informal, interactive methods, Nilasha preferred the hands-on experiences offered by the American schools because she felt as though they offered her more opportunities to learn and expand her knowledge.  
	 Particularly relevant to the concept of cultural discontinuity in an educational environment is the sociopolitical context of schooling (Nieto & Bode, 2008, p. 183).  The authors argue that “culture cannot easily be separated from other issues such as social class, parents’ level of education, and students’ access to higher education” (Nieto & Bode, 2008, p. 183).  In their explanation, Nieto and Bode discuss how South Asian students have remarkable academic success compared to other immigrant youth, and even with native-born American students.  Part of this is becasue the “cultural values of South Asian students are congruent with the academic culture of schools,” but the other crucial factor to their success is that “87 percent of South Asian fathers and 70 percent of South Asian mothers have a college degree or higher” (Nieto & Bode, 2008, p. 183).  Thus, parents with more education are able to more effectively help and encourage their children to have the desired academic success.  Like many other South Asian students, Nilasha has succeeded academically.  She also relates much of her success back to her parents, especially her father, who studied in the United States.  Nilasha explained that her family environment has had a tremendous impact on her success.  Although both of her parents work at lower-end jobs at CVS Pharmacy, they are both college graduates and are able to help their daughter succeed in life.  Nilasha recognizes that her parents’ educations are very beneficial in regards to her academic success and she attributes much of her success to their high expectations (Nilasha Sharma, personal interview, October 12, 2008).   
	A second aspect of Nieto and Bode’s work which was imperative to creating a deeper understanding of Nilasha’s schooling experiences was the crucial role of the family.  Familial support is critical for a child’s success.  One way to demonstrate family support for academic success is through high expectations (Nieto & Bode, 2008, p. 335).  High expectations are likely to encourage students to do well because children want to please their parents.  The high expectations Nilasha’s parents hold for her have pushed her to strive for success, but also put pressure on her to thrive academically.  These expectations may not always be realistic.  As Nilasha states, “If I don’t [do well in school], I’m letting everyone down” (Nilasha Sharma, personal interview, October 12, 2008).  This pressure creates unnecessary stress for individuals who strive to do well, but may fall short of expectations.  While Nilasha attributes much of her academic success to her family environment and parental expectations, she also struggles with the stress caused from the potential of not living up to those expectations.
	Another element of the crucial role of the family in Nieto and Bode’s text is the problems that are caused when immigrant parents are unable to speak English.  For a number of immigrant children, their parents’ lack of knowledge of the English language prevents the adults from giving their children “concrete help and tangible guidance, [resulting in] students sometimes lack[ing] a sense of direction (Nieto & Bode, 2008, p. 335).  These parents are often uninvolved with the school, excluding parent-teacher conferences, because they frequently do not have the language skills to participate or have other conflicts such as work (Nieto & Bode, 2008, p. 338).  Nilasha’s parents, in contrast, both spoke English upon arriving in the United States, and Nilasha’s Nepali school was English-based, allowing both her and her parents to arrive in America speaking fluent English.  However, despite their fluency in English, the Sharmas speak only Nepali at home.  In Affirming Diversity Nieto and Bode claim that “the more students are able to use language in a variety of ways and in diverse contexts, the more they replicate the literacy skills necessary for successful school work” and “maintaining native-language communication at home also implies nurturing cultural connections through such activities as family rituals and traditions, not to mention the even more meaningful underlying cultural values that help form young people’s attitudes and behaviors” (2008, p. 336).  This quote helps gain insight into Nilasha’s interest and successfulness in languages, as well as her strong ethnic identity, including her determinedness to identify as a Nepali, her respect for her parents, and her interest in diversity.  
	Like examples presented in Nieto and Bode’s text (2008, p. 338), Nilasha also has a desire to learn more about world regions and the cultural groups involved with current events.  She mentioned listening to NPR, PBS, and Frontline World.  Part of this interest in the world comes from having an understanding of one’s own culture and thus a desire to be exposed to different perspectives (Nieto & Bode, 2008, p. 338).  However, it also can be argued that much of this influence comes directly from the parents, especially in Nilasha’s case.  Nilasha’s parents instilled in her a strong ethnic identity.  Their intelligence and interest in the world caused them to watch news shows such as CNN and BBC in order to find out about current events.  This interest has been passed down to Nilasha, who has grown up in a home filled with current events and daily news.  The impact of this exposure has caused her to gain a greater interest for the world in which she lives.  Even with a strong ethnic identity, without the parental influences, Nilasha’s interest in the news and current events likely would not have been as strong, and therefore would not have allowed her to expand her mind and gain an understanding beyond that which is given directly to her.
	Prominent in Nilasha’s voice is the desire to be seen as an individual, unique and separate from her older brother, whom she is often compared to.  However, complicating this desire is her obligation to her parents.  Like many South Asian immigrant children in the United States, Nilasha values honoring her parents and family members (Matthews, 2000, p. 101) and believes that she is obligated to pursue her parents’ goal of achieving the American dream.  Many South Asian parents believe that children should do well in school in order to enhance family pride and prestige (Bhattacharya, 2000, p. 83).  Nilasha views this pressure from her parents to do well as motivation for her success, and thus partly a cause of how well she has done in school, but she also worries about “letting everyone down” (Nilasha Sharma, personal interview, October 12, 2008) if she does not meet her parents’ expectations.  Although Nilasha is a bright and successful student (she has a 4.0 grade point average, is a part of the National Honor Society, has taken numerous AP classes, and manages to take part in extra curricular activities), she often feels as though she is not good enough because she can never be her brother (Nilasha Sharma, personal interview, October 12, 2008).  Bhattacharya’s article, The School Adjustment of South Asian Immigrant Children in the United States discusses how “unrealistic expectations and demands regarding school achievement from parents may adversely affect [the student]” (2000, p. 85).  By constantly comparing Nilasha’s successes to the successes of her older brother, Nilasha’s parents have made her feel as though, despite her acknowledged successes, they are not good enough.
	Nilasha’s parents’ pride in their son is not surprising, considering their culture.  As Nilasha states, “he’s a male, so it’s very typical for me to constantly be compared to him” (Nilasha Sharma, personal interview, October 12, 2008).  South Asian cultures foster patriarchal societies, and thus the father is the head of the family, making males in the family typically given preferential treatment over females (Matthews, 2000, p. 102).  Nepali culture also fosters dependence.  Parents often take financial responsibility for their children until they complete their studies, find a job, or get married.  Children, in turn, are expected to look after their parents in their old age (Matthews, 2000, p. 102).  Nilasha discussed how her parents don’t pay her an allowance, but if she needs money for activities, they often give it to her.  However, Nilasha is also unique in that she takes some financial responsibility for herself.  As she stated in the interview, she works as a surgery assistant at Providence hospital, providing her with spending money that she has earned herself (Nilasha Sharma, personal interview, October 12, 2008).  Parents, especially fathers, in South Asian cultures also tend to make all the important decisions for their children (Matthews, 2000, p. 103).  Nilasha briefly discusses this cultural trend when she states that she can feel how much power her family has over her and, even if she believes that she is truly right, she cannot retaliate or talk back (Nilasha Sharma, personal interview, October 12, 2008).  This inability to contradict one’s parents comes from the South Asian tradition of respecting one’s elders.  Older individuals in such cultures are respected for their maturity and knowledge (Matthews, 2000, p. 102).  As such, Nilasha would perceive herself as having no right because to contradict her parents because they are older and, as their daughter, she is expected to respect them.  
	It is very clear throughout the interview that Nilasha’s cultural background is a central part of her personal identity.  When asked how she would identify herself, her immediate response was as a South Asian and a Nepali.  She did not want to identify as an American, choosing, instead, to remain close with her roots (Nilasha Sharma, personal interviews, October 12 and October 22, 2008).  Nilasha has a very strong sense of ethnic identity.  She views her ethnic identity, defined as a sense of belonging to one’s ethnic group (Lansford et al., 2007, p. 52), as a Nepali as being important because it is a background she can share with others.  It makes her unique and Nilasha sees it as an aspect about herself that makes teachers like her more.  For her, being different is being special.  Nilasha’s parents have been the key figures in helping her develop her ethnic identity.  According to Lansford et al., the family, more than any other social institution, provides the basic foundation for ethnic development (2007, p. 55).  Familial influences on ethnic identity are particularly important in situation in which the ethnicity is a minority.  In the case of Nilasha, the Walled Lake area is predominantly middle class, white Americans (NCES website), and Asian ethnic groups are very much a minority.  Therefore, it is up to the family to instill upon their children the foundation for ethnic identity.  Nilasha’s parents do so by serving Nepali foods for meals, speaking only their native language at home, celebrating holidays as close to how they would be celebrated in Nepal, and attending the Hindu temple irregularly.  Nilasha’s mother also encourages her daughter to write in Nepali and read Nepalese stories so she will not “forget her roots” (Nilasha Sharma, personal interview, October 12, 2008).  
	Like many immigrant youth, however, Nilasha has formed her ethnic identity by maintaining her cultural values and relationship with her parents while also developing her own individuality.  She expresses respect for her parents, but also frustration when she claims that American life is “just not what they’re used to” (Nilasha Sharma, personal interview, October 12, 2008).  Due to this they are strict and afraid to let their daughter be independent.  However, in many ways Nilasha discusses activities that are common to many American teenagers.  She loves hanging out with her friends and driving around with loud music.  She is actively involved in numerous extra curricular activities, including swimming, forensics, German club, and she volunteers at the public library.  She also is involved with leadership opportunities within school, including student council and NHS.  Nilasha explains the importance of these non-academic activities when she states that they allow her to socialize, make more friends, and expand her mind in ways other than just academics (Nilasha Sharma, personal interview, October 12, 2008).  Nilasha attempts to find a balancing act between respecting and pleasing her parents and assimilating her own beliefs, such as that academics and grades are not everything and that personal goals are more important, into her identity.
	Lansford et al. explain that positive correlations of ethnic identity and self-esteem have been reported and that individuals who are secure in their sense of belonging to their ethnic group also hold more positive attitudes toward members of other ethnic group (2007, p. 58, 64-65).  Nilasha has fairly high self-esteem, although she is hesitant about expressing her successes.  This could be partly due to the South Asian cultural belief that an individual should not make oneself the center of attention, discuss one’s accomplishments, or portray oneself as being better than others (Matthews, 2000, p. 103).  Nilasha modestly mentioned that she made state finals in forensics during her freshman year, but she did not elaborate upon it.  She also expressed the belief that she is a good student, but attributed much of that to her family genes and environment, not taking much credit for her own accomplishments and success (Nilasha Sharma, personal interview, October 12, 2008).  Nilasha does, however, show positive attitudes and awareness of other ethnic groups and expresses appreciation for diversity.  In her discussion of her friends, she states that most of them are diverse and from different countries.  Throughout her interview, Nilasha showed appreciation and respect for individuals of all backgrounds, directly claiming, “I am. . .open, interested, and accepting of other cultures” (Nilasha Sharma, personal interview, October 12, 2008).  She expressed a desire to know more about others and a sincere interest in diversity, illustrated by her desire to travel the world, and also in her statements about being able to learn more about people if you are different.  Nilasha’s strong ethnic identity has contributed to her open-mindedness and her appreciation for individuals of other backgrounds.
	Throughout her interview, Nilasha discusses the importance of school.  She contrasts her ideas about the purpose of school being learning about oneself and learning to accomplish goals with her parents’ perception of grades and high marks being illustrative of academic success and thus being the primary reason for attending school.  In 1977, Richard Pfau wrote an article about a study done at the University of Pittsburgh, which compared Nepalese and U.S. classroom behaviors.  The surveys conducted revealed that “Nepalese classes were dominated by teacher talk and teacher ideas. . . .Overall, Nepalese teaching would be considered traditional, teacher dominated classes with periods of recitation” (p. 13-14).  In contrast, the American students were found to express their own ideas and opinions more often than Nepalese students, U.S. teachers typically accepted and made use of student ideas and opinions than their Nepalese counterparts, and U.S. students tended to engage in more “student centered” activities than Nepalese students (p. 21).  This conclusion, that schools in the United States tended to be more centered on the students and they were permitted to engage in hands-on experiences relates to Nilasha’s comparisons of her school in Nepal and the schools she attended in Walled Lake.  Nilasha described school in Nepal as being very “by the books,” without any hands-on experiences.  In contrast, she described liking American schools because they provided her with hands-on opportunities (Nilasha Sharma, personal interview, October 12, 2008).  The appreciation of student-centered learning activities was an aspect addressed by Watkins and Reghi in 1991, when they attempted to either prove or debunk the stereotype of the Asian as a rote learner.  The results were that there was little evidence to support the claim that Asian learners are more prone to rote learning than other cultural groups (p. 1).  However, the study did show that Asian students have a tendency to over-regard the authority of teachers’ lectures and therefore are reluctant to question a teacher’s opinion and think for themselves (p. 2).  This relates to the cultural pattern Matthews states about older individuals being respected in Asian culture due to their maturity and knowledge (2000, p. 102).  Since respect is important in Asian culture, younger individuals are taught and expected to respect all older individuals, especially authority figures.  A teacher is a very important authority figure, especially due to the knowledge teachers provide their students with.  Therefore, it could be considered disrespectful for a student to attempt to question or challenge a teacher’s claim or opinion.  This also helps shed light on Nilasha’s comment about not wanting to correct her teachers when they state incorrect facts about Nepal (Nilasha Sharma, personal interview, October 12, 2008).  Due to her strong ethnic identity, Nilasha may not want to challenge her teacher’s authority, even though she knows that their representation of the material is incorrect, because it could be considered disrespectful.
	Bhattacharya suggests three major themes as being crucial to the school adjustment of South Asian children who have immigrated to the United States: the congruence of the parents’ and school’s views on the value of education, the congruence of the parents’ and children’s beliefs that education is the tool to achieve goals, and the determination of the children to achieve goals (2000, p. 78).  Nilasha’s academic success can be, in part, contributed to all three of these themes.  Like many Nepalese immigrants, Nilasha’s family came to the United States in search of better educational opportunities for their children (Miller; Nilasha Sharma, personal interview, October 12, 2008) and therefore have encouraged their daughter to succeed and have become involved with the school and Nilasha’s academic career in order to ensure that she is successful.  Partly due to her desire to succeed for the sake of achieving personal goals and learning more about herself, and partly due to her desire to make her parents proud, both Nilasha and her parents agree on the importance of education.  Although Nilasha is less concerned than her parents about the final grade she receives in each class, believing that trying and learning is more important than the final grade, she still strives for academic success so she will “not let everyone down” (Nilasha Sharma, personal interview, October 12, 2008).  She therefore is determined to succeed.  Her parents’ ability to help her and Nilasha’s well-rounded personality are also assets for her success.
	Nilasha Sharma is a bright, accepting, understanding, and successful individual.  Deeply rooted within her, and central to her being, is her Nepalese ethnic identity.  Primarily shaping that identity is her family, who is supportive and pushes her to do well, but also makes her feel as though she is not enough due to the strong male dominated cultural trends.  Nilasha appreciates and encourages diversity, and expresses a desire to share more about her culture with others, stating that her Nepali identity is particularly important to her because it gives her something she can talk about and something she can share with others.  She believes in the importance of differences because they allow people to learn more about one another.  Despite that Nilasha fears never being quite good enough for her parents because she can never be her brother, she loves and respects them, attributing much of her success to their influences.  Nilasha was still waiting for her college acceptance letters when she was interviewed, but, undoubtedly, wherever she goes, she will be successful.   

 
	


