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CT reports that Asian Americans (including those
with South and Southeast Asian heritage) scored
on average 24.5 on the test while the total U.S.
population scored an average of 20.8. According
to the U.S. Census Bureau, in 2016, typically 58
percent of Asian Americans went to college compared to 41
percent college enrollment rate for the total U.S. population.
The total Asian American population at Lafayette is 7.5
percent. However, in Lafayette’s Class of 2018, two out of
three perfect ACT scores were achieved by Asian American
students. For the Class of 2019, eight out of 11 National

Merit semi-finalists were Asian Americans.
It’s no secret that Asian Americans excel in academics.
Books, TV shows and movies are rampant with the studious,
quiet and hard-working Asian American stereotype.
But this leaves one question: what is the common factor
behind the success of Asian Americans? Is this population
truly smarter than the others? Does this population simply
have a different work ethic? Or, is it merely a coincidence?
Turns out, there is much deeper story behind Asian
Americans’ academic success.
(See more on pages 24-25)
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She is a junior at Lafayette, a highest-percentile scorer in
standardized testing, an Advanced Placement student and a
member of many academic clubs. Indian-American Sadhana
Matheswaren attributes her academic success to the culture
she grew up in.
With consistent participation in the Buddhist church,
Matheswaran’s family emphasized the traits of truth, nonviolence, peace, right-conduct and love, as well as passion
and hard work.
From childhood, Matheswaran was actively involved in
a wide variety of different activities, all culminating in her
extracurricular growth. The non-stop lifestyle that her parents
instilled in her trained her for the rigor of high-school level
academics in later years. Along with the weekly spiritual school
teachings of core values, this is what helped Matheswaran to
academic success.
“I was always doing something. It helped me last year
to push through, to motivate myself and still succeed,”
Matheswaran said.
Matheswaran’s
parents stress
other activities
such as classical
Indian dance or
violin alongside
her high school
education. However,
she believes her
parents are the
reason that she
now naturally
strives for success.
“Looking back, I
know the process
is tiring and
draining, but now
I’m really proud
of myself for what
I’ve been able to
accomplish because of my mom’s motivation, push and love,”
Matheswaran said.
Mathesh Baktha and Sathya Bhaktha, Matheswaran’s
father and mother, moved to America after they were married
in approximately 2000. They both work in the computer
science field and experienced a similar busy, academically
enriching childhood as Matheswaran’s.
Sadhana’s paternal grandmother was a self-educated
woman who became a teacher after her husband passed away.
Through the motivation and example of his mother, Sadhana’s
father instilled the importance of education within his own
family.
“They tell us all the stories. His mom thinks that kids
need to be educated. My dad got a good education and I
think [the tradition is] all the family being teachers, medical
administrators and careers like that. That’s what our parents
insisted: we need to be educated,” Bhaktha said.
However, with the accentuation on the importance of
education, comes the question, ‘How much is too much
pressure?’ Sadhana spoke highly of her parent’s support and
belief in her potential without being overbearing.
“There’s so many times I say ‘I can’t do this anymore, I just
want to give up,’ but my mom was over there telling me that
‘You can, you can do it. And in the end, the work you put in
now your future self is going to thank you for all that…. don’t
stress yourself out,’” Matheswaran said. “My mom would

I think there is an understanding of
children of immigrant parents like ‘I
want to make my parents proud. They
did everything they can do to bring me
here because America is supposed to
give me this amazing opportunity. I need
to take advantage of that,’”
— Cristina Marasigan,
Science Department Chair
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never pressure me to always get an A, that’s never been my
parents.”
Although Matheswaran didn’t have parental academic
pressure, the competition between other Asian Americans
provided a negative motivation to become more educated.
“[The pressure becomes negative] when you’re not learning
for the sake of knowledge or for the sake of knowing for
yourself,” Matheswaran said. “When the motivation just
becomes a pressure of ‘I want to do better than other people’
or that ‘I want to get into the Ivy League school’ and when it’s
not even for you anymore it becomes a very negative thing.”
The older students Matheswaran grew up around
with instilled a high-achieving example through their high
academics and top-of-the-class grades.
“There were other Indians in the community doing so much.
They just made [their academic pursuits] seem all glorious and
a glamified. I just looked at them and would think there is no
way I will ever be as good,” Matheswaran said.
However, the family values and teaching helped her
grow to realize the importance of individual achievement.
Matheswaran attributes the majority of her success to the
character traits taught to her and the importance of religion in
her family.
“I can’t speak for all Asian families, but I do know that
religion is a big part of the lives of Indian families. What I got
out of [religion] was love, you just always have to be a kind
person when you show love to everyone else you’ll get that
same love back,” Matheswaran said.
The difference of life throughout the generations in
Matheswaran’s family contributed to the drive of her wish to
use her academic pursuits to help positively change the world.
“[Sadhana] sees the kids in the other countries, sees how
they are unfortunate. So she was also feeling [as if she wanted
to make a difference] … and we want support her to have a
selfless love and do what is good for the community. Whatever
path she takes in it will be good for others good for the future
kids,” Bhaktha said.
In the future, Matheswaran plans to utilize her passion for
health care and her interest in public policy to help advocate
for more access to health for more people.

Darren Hwang, freshman, experienced a competitive
academic childhood established by his first-generation
immigrant parents. Although the culture surrounding the
Hwangs changed dramatically, the general academic success
was similar to relatives that remained in South Korea.
“[In the U.S.] they stress academics a lot and in South Korea
school is two or three hours longer than what we have here.
And, a hour or two, three or four, are spent doing homework,”
Hwang said.
Despite the change in academic pressure, Hwang is still
a high achieving and passionate learner when it comes to
school. Hwang, like Matheswaran, attributes his success not
to the pressure of his parents but the values and tradition of
academic success throughout his family.
“One of the main things that they taught me was work ethic.
You have to work for what you get and what you get is what
you deserve,” Hwang said. “Whenever we’re doing something
or something needs to get done, we do it that day. We do it
right the first time instead of going back and doing it over and
over again.”
This consistent work ethic has proved to be helpful
in Hwang’s short time at Lafayette, allowing him to finish
homework and studies in one sitting, then moving on to other
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extracurricular activities.
Hwang’s parents are supportive of his possible career
in architecture, however, he has noticed a trend of students
being persuaded into careers not of their choosing.
“My parents are very helpful and they understand that I want
to [be an architect]. But in some other families, if a kid wants
to become and artist or a music major, but their parents want
them to become a doctor or a lawyer, that’s when I think [the
family pressure is] negative,” Hwang said.
Although Hwang’s parents are open to his interest in
architecture, an expectation of high efforts and studies is
continued, no matter the subject.
“That’s part of the work ethic; when you slip up or don’t do
your work you see the results yourself,” Hwang said.
But, ultimately, Hwang is thankful his parents push him so
hard in his studies.
“I have a lot of friends whose parents aren’t that way. Their
parents say ‘just try again next time’ and that makes me feel
like I can just get away with it next time. But my parents make
sure that I fix it next time and get higher grade,” Hwang said.
Many Asian students said an emphasis on values such as
passion and work ethic are found to enable them to excel in
their academic studies.
Although the life stories of Asian Americans that excel
academically are that of an extreme work ethic generated
through their home cultures, variables differ from family to
family whether that be a white, African American or Asian
American family.

Through her 12 years of teaching, Science Department
Chair Cristina Marasigan observed many Asian American
students thrive in her class, but she thinks students’ academic
success depends on the individual students’ work ethic.
“They’re more inclined to be challenged and seek challenge,
but it really depends on the student. The first time I student
taught at Parkway South, I had an Asian American student
who was known as the laziest kid in the class. It can’t just be
because of the race,” Marasigan said.

Darren Hwang

As a daughter of Filipino immigrants, Marasigan witnessed
herself the effects of the Asian American culture that propelled
academic excellence.
She credited her family’s expectation on her as the factor
that motivated her to try harder in school.
“It’s not just with my mom and dad, but I had expectations
from my aunts, uncles and grandparents. I guess that puts
pressure, but it was a positive pressure, at least for me,”
Marasigan said. “It wasn’t like they expected me to always do
well, but it’s expected to do your best. The fear of letting them
down made me want to do well for them.”
However, not all Asian American students have immigrant
parents. To the second and third generation families and
students, academic excellence may not be their priority of
children’s education.
“Some of them, who were born here, do not push
themselves as much as children from immigrant parents,”
Marasigan said. “Whereas, I think some kids, regardless of
what race you are, if it’s always given to them, they don’t
actually realize that you can do more with it.”
Marasigan’s parents were involved in her education from
the early age. Her father taught her math, and she believes it
was this early parental involvement that gave her advantage in
school.
“My dad was really good with math. He sat down with me
and showed me the strategies,” Marasigan said. “Any parent
regardless of the nationality, if you sit down with your child
and show them, it gives them big advantage because you’re
learning from an adult.”
Marasigan views both the positive and negative effects
in the culture that pushes children to harder in school even
though she thinks the positives outweigh the negatives.
“There is a competition within themselves and their peers,
which can be positive because once they get to college,
they’re going to meet people who have been working
harder than they have,” Marasigan said. “The con would be
sometimes they pressure themselves. If you put yourself in the
place where you don’t compare yourself to others but do what
you can with the talents you have, then college becomes more
positive and you adapt better.”
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