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It Takes a Village (or an Ethnic Economy):
The Varying Roles of Socioeconomic
Status, Religion, and Social Capital in

SAT Preparation for Chinese and
Korean American Students

Julie J. Park
University of Maryland, College Park

Ethnic economies promote interclass contact among East Asian Americans,
which facilitates the exchange of information and resources through social
capital networks. However, low-income Korean Americans are more likely
than low-income Chinese Americans to take SAT prep, although both commu-
nities have extensive ethnic economies. In the analysis of a national dataset of
first-year college students, religious affiliation and religious service attendance
were positively associated with SAT prep for Korean Americans, while low
socioeconomic status and lack of citizenship discouraged participation for
Chinese Americans. I argue that immigrant churches facilitate interclass con-
tact for Korean Americans, which encourages the flow of information around
educational resources. Findings demonstrate how what is often stereotyped as
‘‘Asian culture’’ is in reality shaped by complex structural factors.

KEYWORDS: college access, Asian American, Korean American, Chinese
American, SAT preparation

Regardless of race and social class, most students recognize the value of
a college education (Carter, 2005). However, due to structural barriers

like inadequate high school resources, low-income students often receive
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inadequate information about how to navigate the college admissions pro-
cess, leaving them ill-equipped to achieve educational aspirations (Deil-
Amen & Tevis, 2010; McDonough, 1997). In contrast, affluent students are
able to utilize resources such as private college counseling and SAT prep
(Buchmann, Condron, & Roscingo, 2010). Sometimes low-income students
have access to programs such as AVID and some wealthy students forego
the resources that money can buy. Nonetheless, social class strongly influen-
ces how students and their families approach applying to college
(McDonough, 1997; Park & Eagan, in press). Tellingly, 70% of students at
the most highly selective institutions came from families ranked in the top
income quartile, and only 5% of students attending elite institutions came
from families in the bottom socioeconomic quartile (Bastedo & Jaquette,
2009).

However, certain ethnic groups complicate the idea that supplemental
educational resources are the domain of wealthier families. For instance,
Teranishi, Ceja, Antonio, Allen, and McDonough (2004) found that low-income
Korean American students had a surprisingly high rate of taking SAT prepara-
tory classes. This pattern does not fit neatly into the expected behaviors of the
haves versus have-nots in society, and it raises questions about how the differ-
ent communities are able to access resources that facilitate educational mobil-
ity. While students of all races often have high educational aspirations, the
ethnographic work of Zhou and colleagues (Zhou, 2009a; Zhou & Cho,
2010; Zhou & Kim, 2006) demonstrated that Korean and Chinese Americans
often have access to resources via the ethnic economy that can help them
turn abstract aspirations into concrete educational gains. They defined the eth-
nic economy broadly as an ethnically based network of businesses and civic
organizations that facilitate the flow of information and resources within an
ethnic community. Within the Korean and Chinese American ethnic economies
there are multiple centers that provide supplementary education or transmit
information about how to access such opportunities, such as community lan-
guage schools, SAT prep centers, heritage language media outlets, and
churches. Together, these institutions help students connect their educational
expectations with structural support. While socioeconomic status (SES) still in-
fluences educational pathways for East Asian Americans, the social capital net-
works supported by ethnic economies appear to blunt information isolation for
some low-income East Asian Americans.

While we know that ethnic economies, in conjunction with other demo-
graphic traits of East Asian American immigrants, facilitate educational
mobility, we know less about whether Chinese and Korean Americans are
able to access the supplemental educational resources of the ethnic econ-
omy in the same fashion. The same study that found little difference
between low- and high-income Korean American participation in SAT
prep found marked differences between low- and high-income Chinese
American participation in SAT prep (Teranishi et al., 2004), raising questions
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about why SES appears to affect the two groups differently even though both
have access to the resources of the ethnic economy. Because most studies on
East Asian American participation in SAT prep are ethnographic (see, e.g.,
Lew, 2006; Zhou & Kim, 2006), we know little about the extent to which
SES is related to participation in SAT prep classes when other variables are
controlled for, and if variation in participation is explained primarily by
SES or other variables.

To address this gap in the research, this study analyzes a national dataset
of first-time, full-time college students to address three research questions:
How does participation in SAT prep classes differ by SES for Chinese and
Korean Americans, as well as comparison groups of White, Black, and
Latino/a students? After control of demographic variables, does SES affect
participation in SAT prep for each group and, if so, to what extent? Third,
do variables related to social capital account for participation in SAT prep
for these groups? Understanding the social forces that bolster participation
in supplementary education has significant implications for how policy-
makers can broaden access to these types of resources that are typically
the domain of the economically privileged. Furthermore, additional research
on this topic is needed to illuminate the many factors that facilitate or inhibit
educational mobility for East Asian Americans, thus challenging stereotypes
that East Asian American educational experiences are monolithic and attrib-
utable to the amorphous force of ‘‘Asian culture.’’

Background and Literature

To set the context for the study, I elaborate on the phenomenon of SAT
prep in East Asian American communities and explain how its prevalence
cannot be explained by a single factor such as educational expectations or
SES. I then explain how ethnic economies provide structural support for stu-
dents’ educational aspirations and conclude by reviewing work on how SES
and religious involvement potentially influence participation in SAT prep.

SAT Prep as a Rite of Passage

For a significant portion of East Asian American students, taking SAT
prep is a rite of passage during the high school years to the point where
doing so has been called ‘‘one of the defining characteristics’’ of being
Korean or Chinese American (Zhou & Kim, 2006). Buchmann et al. (2010)
found that Asian American students are significantly more likely to take
SAT prep than White students. Among Asian Americans, Chinese and
Korean Americans have the highest rate of participation in such courses.
Analyzing a dataset of first-time, full-time college students, 52% of Korean
American students and 44.3% of Chinese Americans took an SAT prep course
prior to college (Teranishi et al., 2004).
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Some East Asian American students take SAT prep classes at centers with
mainstream recognition such as the Princeton Review or Kaplan. Still, in areas
populated with high concentrations of East Asian American families, SAT
tutoring businesses cater specifically toward Chinese and Korean American
students. These institutions are fixtures of the ethnic economy: A drive
down the streets of Koreatown in Los Angeles or any community with
a high concentration of Korean Americans reveals the wide availability of
‘‘hah-gwans,’’ after-school tutoring centers that cater to students of Korean
descent. Similar centers exist in Chinese American ‘‘ethnoburbs,’’ suburbs
with high concentrations of Chinese Americans (Zhou, 2009a). Ethnic small
business owners have put their own spin on the industry, taking cues from
Korea, China, Taiwan, and Hong Kong where supplementary educational
institutions are highly popular due to the countries’ intensely competitive uni-
versity systems (Baker, Akiba, LeTandre, & Wiseman, 2001). In 2004, the
Korean Business Directory of Los Angeles listed 209 private Korean-owned
academic tutoring centers, with 36 of the institutions being specifically
devoted to SAT preparation (Zhou & Kim, 2006). Such centers are supported
by the ethnic economy in other ways. Their services are frequently advertised
through the ethnic media, where it is not uncommon to see newspaper adver-
tisements touting the prestigious colleges that clientele gain admission to.
Also, their offerings are not limited to SAT prep courses; they often encompass
other subjects or activities like dance, music, or heritage language instruction.
Students may begin attending for general enrichment or tutoring prior to high
school, and SAT prep courses are a logical continuation of such classes when
students begin to prepare for college admissions (Zhou & Kim, 2006).

There are significant advantages associated with SAT prep; taking such
courses is associated with a 30- to 40-point gain (Buchmann et al., 2010).
Mastering high-stakes college entrance exams like the SAT takes a significant
investment of time and socialization for most students, hence, the rise in tak-
ing SAT prep for wealthier students in recent decades (McDonough, 1994).
While taking SAT prep is no guarantee of a perfect score, at a minimum, tak-
ing it gives students the opportunity to become familiar with the format of
the test and learn test-taking strategies. SAT prep centers promote socializa-
tion into the world of understanding standardized tests and the intricacies of
selective college admissions, an environment where students become at-
tuned to the difference between getting a 650 versus 700 on SAT-Verbal or
the pros and cons of taking the test multiple times, for instance. These are
privileges that many low-income students typically do not have access to
(Buchmann et al., 2010).

Understanding SAT Prep: Three Incomplete Explanations

Why is SAT prep more common among Korean American students and,
to some extent, Chinese American students? Some possible explanations are
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educational expectations, the influence of the extensive ‘‘shadow education’’
system in East Asia, and SES. Shadow education refers to the extensive sys-
tem of after-school supplemental educational resources, most of which are
related to tutoring or test preparation (Baker et al., 2001). While all three fac-
tors partially explain the prominence of SAT prep for East Asian Americans,
none on its own fully explains the phenomenon. East Asian American stu-
dents have higher educational expectations than Whites, but so do Black stu-
dents (Museus, Harper, & Nichols, 2010). As immigrants and the children of
immigrants, East Asian Americans are somewhat influenced by overseas edu-
cational practices and customs; test prep centers are common in East Asia.
However, shadow education is not the exclusive domain of these countries;
it is also common in other countries like the Philippines, Finland, South
Africa, and Colombia (Baker et al., 2001). Given the socioeconomic discrep-
ancies that exist between Asian American subgroups (Hune & Park, 2009), it
seems logical that more affluent ethnic subgroups take SAT prep at higher
rates and that participation varies within actual subgroups depending on
income. For instance, higher income Chinese American students are almost
20 percentage points more likely to take SAT prep than their low-income,
same-ethnicity counterparts (Teranishi et al., 2004). However, low-income
Korean Americans actually have quite high rates of SAT prep, and the gap
between low-income and higher income Korean Americans is relatively
slim (49.1% vs. 56.2%) (Teranishi et al., 2004). While SES likely influences
taking SAT prep for Korean American students, it appears that other factors
facilitate participation for a noteworthy portion of low-income Korean
Americans. Why differences exist in how SES affects participation in SAT
prep for Chinese and Korean American students, however, has yet to be ad-
dressed in the literature, and this study investigates this pattern.

The extra work and long hours of study involved in taking SAT prep
courses could easily be misunderstood as another case of model minority
exceptionalism, or the idea that East Asian Americans have been successful
at pulling themselves up by the bootstraps to advance in society. In this
line of thinking, cultural explanations for the overall high levels of Asian
American educational achievement posit that Asian and hence Asian
American culture, traditions, and values heavily emphasize education and
hard work, and this extraordinary motivation propels Asian American achieve-
ment (De Vos, 1980). However, proponents of structural explanations argue
that patterns of Asian American educational achievement cannot be ade-
quately explained by cultural values, motivation, or individual effort. They
stress that U.S. immigration policies gave preference to educated professionals
and the majority of East Asian American parents have higher levels of educa-
tional attainment relative to other racial/ethnic groups (Hune & Park, 2009;
Kao & Thompson, 2003). Furthermore, many of these immigrants experienced
marginalization, racism, and downward mobility in U.S. society, causing them
to emphasize education as a means of social mobility for their children (Louie,
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2004; Sue & Okazaki, 1990). However, these explanations fall short in explain-
ing the relatively high achievement attained by some low-income Asian
American students (Vartanian, Karen, Buck, & Cadge, 2007).

SAT Prep and the Ethnic Economy: Cultural
Aspirations Meet Structural Support

Bridging these two arguments, Zhou and Kim (2006) posited that SAT
prep centers and the ethnic communities that support them lie at the nexus
of the cultural and structural explanations offered for the high aggregate
achievement of East Asian Americans in education. They suggested that eth-
nic communities are sites where culture and structure interact, where values
and community forces (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986) ‘‘must be supported by tan-
gible ethnic social structures in order to generate resources for upward social
mobility beyond mere survival’’ (Zhou & Kim, 2006, p. 6). They argued that
‘‘immigration selectivity, higher than average levels of pre-migration and
post-migration socioeconomic status, and ethnic social structures interact
to create unique patterns of adaptation’’ (p. 1) for East Asian Americans.
Organizations like SAT prep centers exist not only within the ethnic commu-
nity that reinforces messages around the importance of standardized testing
but within the ethnic economy, where venues like SAT prep centers provide
structural support for East Asian Americans’ educational aspirations.

To elaborate, the public might view Asian American educational aspirations
and expectations as evidence of Asian American ‘‘culture,’’ perhaps reflective of
Confucian values. However, values that esteem education are not the exclusive
domain of any ethnic group. By and large, all racial/ethnic groups recognize the
value of a college education (Carter, 2005). East Asian Americans have high edu-
cational expectations and aspirations (Goyette & Xie, 1999), but so do other
racial/ethnic groups (Museus et al., 2010). However, a key distinction exists
in that East Asian Americans often have access to resources via the ethnic econ-
omy that can help them turn abstract expectations into concrete educational
gains. By ethnic economy, I refer to an ethnically based network of businesses
and civic organizations that facilitate the flow of information and resources (Li,
1998; Tseng, 1994; Zhou & Cho, 2010). Besides Koreatowns and Chinatowns,
areas like San Gabriel Valley, Fullerton, and Diamond Bar in Southern
California, Suawanee and Duluth in Atlanta, and the northwest Chicago sub-
urbs—just to name a few—support extensive ethnically owned and operated
business infrastructures. In these communities, SAT prep centers are as much
of a fixture as ethnic restaurants, churches, and karaoke joints.

The ethnic economy provides an infrastructure wherein some low-
income East Asian Americans are able to access services similar to those ac-
cessed by more affluent co-ethnics. In contrast, such services are relatively
less accessible to many low-income Black, Latino/a, and White students, lim-
iting their opportunities to become familiar with the SAT/ACT and turn
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aspirations into testing gains. For instance, Deil-Amen and Tevis (2010)
showcased the disconnect between low-income students’ aspirations and
their access to information and resources that could help them achieve their
aspirations. Interviewing Black and Latino/a students at high-poverty high
schools, the authors found that while students had high aspirations and
had supportive parents, school was their primary source for information
about admissions tests. However, their high school was unable to sufficiently
support them in this area, and many had inadequate and inaccurate informa-
tion about the ACT. Students expressed a sense of bewilderment about the
intricacies of the test, not knowing that there were study skills and strategies
that one could acquire to improve performance. They had strong values
around education, but there was no infrastructure to support their aspira-
tions with knowledge about standardized tests.

In contrast, the entire rationale behind SAT prep centers is the idea that stu-
dents can improve their performance through coaching. In East Asian American
communities, venues like SAT prep centers help students translate their aspira-
tions into material gains like acquiring test-taking strategies. Existing datasets do
not examine whether more East Asian American students take SAT prep classes
at institutions within the ethnic economy than mainstream providers like the
Princeton Review. However, given the prevalence of these ethnically owned in-
stitutions in areas populated by high concentrations of East Asian Americans, it
seems logical that SAT prep centers from the ethnic economy account for much
of the higher participation in SAT prep for Chinese and Korean American stu-
dents. Furthermore, even when some Chinese and Korean American students
take SAT prep classes at institutions outside of the ethnic economy (i.e.,
Kaplan), the ethnic economy still influences their participation by fostering an
environment where SAT prep is seen as a normative and even expected practice
for many East Asian American high school students (Zhou, 2009a). These cen-
ters are further supported by the resources of the ethnic economy because they
exist within broader networks of businesses and civic organizations that pro-
mote social capital relationships, networks that foster the exchange of informa-
tion and resources: ‘‘Such relationships . . . create channels for information
exchange and thus ease the negative consequences of social isolation and eth-
nic segregation’’ (Zhou, 2009a, p. 15). Later in this article I elaborate on how
social capital networks via the ethnic economy lessen socioeconomic isolation,
which supports the flow of information regarding SAT prep. Overall, SAT prep
does not exist in a vacuum; it is part of the infrastructure of the ethnic commu-
nity and ethnic economy that moves ideals, values, and aspirations into actual
educational gains for immigrant families.

Socioeconomic Status

The remainder of this review elaborates on the influences of SES and
religion on SAT prep for East Asian Americans. Researchers have come to
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differing conclusions on how SES influences enrollment in SAT prep. In in-
terviews conducted by Zhou and Kim (2006), owners of SAT centers re-
ported that Korean families were willing to make financial sacrifices in
order to pay tuition, suggesting that SES was not a completely prohibitive
barrier to taking SAT prep. Teranishi et al. (2004) found that although
Korean American students from high-income families were more likely to
take an SAT prep course than students from families that made less than
$25,000 (56.2% vs. 49.1%), the percentage of low-income Korean
American students who took an SAT prep course still exceeded the rate
for other Asian American subgroups of all income levels with the exception
of high-income Chinese American students.

However, research by Lew (2006, 2007) highlights how class disparities
within the Korean American community influence students’ likelihood of
engaging in supplementary educational opportunities. Her work comparing
Korean American students attending an elite magnet high school with
Korean American high school dropouts shows how social class, in tandem
with high school context, plays a major role in shaping students’ college-
going behavior. She notes how dropouts’ working-class immigrant parents
did not have the time or financial resources to invest in supplementary edu-
cation, unlike their more affluent counterparts. Because of their difficulty
with the English language and long working hours, they were ill-prepared
to help their children navigate high school and the college application pro-
cess. Middle and upper class parents faced similar language barriers and time
constraints, but they were able to compensate by sending their children to
SAT prep and hiring private college counselors. SAT prep centers allow
immigrant parents unfamiliar with the intricacies of the selective college ad-
missions process to outsource the intensive preparation involved in applying
to college (Zhou & Cho, 2010). However, SES appears to influence which
subsets of immigrant parents can afford such opportunities for their children.
While some lower income families may be able to scrape together the finan-
cial resources to afford SAT prep, others may not be able to do so. Even if
a low-income student takes SAT prep, SES may affect the types of services
he or she is able to access. For instance, their families may choose the
more affordable option of SAT prep that is taught in a class versus the
more expensive option of private tutoring.

Little research exists on the extent to which SES affects Chinese
American participation in SAT prep, although previous studies highlight
how social class affects college access for Chinese Americans (Louie, 2004;
Teranishi et al., 2004). Teranishi et al. (2004) showed that the gap between
lower and higher income Chinese American participation in SAT prep is
wider than it is for Korean Americans, but questions remain about why
this wider gap exists for Chinese Americans if both groups have access to
the resources of the ethnic economy that facilitate the exchange of social
capital.
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Religion and Churches in Communities as Sources of Social Capital

Previous work has highlighted the role that religious communities play
in promoting social capital (Lew, 2006, 2007; Zhou & Bankston, 1998). Such
social ties work to transmit information about the educational system in
immigrant communities. Lew (2006, 2007) commented on how religious
community influenced Korean American students’ access to college-going
knowledge. She observed how students attending the magnet high school
were more likely to attend Korean churches on a regular basis. Churches
connected them to a network of peers and adults who exchanged knowl-
edge about how to use resources such as SAT prep to navigate the educa-
tional system. In describing how ethnic churches facilitate the exchange of
knowledge around ways to succeed academically, she cited the work of
Coleman and Hoffer (1987) who refer to networks like churches as ‘‘closed
functional community’’ where ‘‘social networks provide children with access
to multiple sets of ‘parents,’ who reinforce the values and attitudes that are
conducive to school success’’ (Lew, 2007, p. 379). In contrast, she noted how
the Korean American high school dropouts in her study had few close ties to
churches or ethnic social networks that included parents; they were largely
disconnected from adults and peers who reinforced messages around edu-
cational achievement. Religious participation may also promote pro-social
behaviors such as coping and leadership skills that are conducive to educa-
tional achievement (Regnerus, 2003; Smith, 2003).

Furthermore, immigrant churches may provide opportunities for inter-
class contact, facilitating the flow of information about how to achieve edu-
cational aspirations. Religious life is the most racially divided venue of
America (Emerson & Woo, 2006). The racially and ethnically bounded nature
of religious practice in the U.S. means that many, if not most, immigrant con-
gregations are relatively mixed-class institutions. More established immigrant
congregations attract newer waves of immigrants, who then pick up explicit
or implicit messages about what they need to do to succeed in American life
(Chang, 2006), including how they should secure educational success for
their children. This dynamic is especially prevalent with first-generation
Korean American churches (Min, 1992). Findings are less conclusive in re-
gards to Chinese immigrant churches. In some single-congregation profiles,
some churches had a distinctive affluent or working-class identity (Cao,
2005) while others had a more mixed-class identity (Chang, 2006). Even
when immigrant churches are less socioeconomically diverse, there may
be other dynamics that enhance resiliency and educational outcomes
(Zhou & Bankston, 1998). In a study of a working-class Chinese congrega-
tion in New York, Cao (2005) found that the church functioned as a surrogate
family for young congregants. Although some attendees had been separated
from their families due to immigration, there were other elders in the church,
including the pastor, who provided emotional and community support.
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However, measures of religiosity vary between religious traditions and
ethnicities, which may in turn affect if and how religious affiliation and reli-
gious involvement function as sources of social capital. Analyzing a sample
of 1,503 Asian Americans from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent
Health, Zhai and Strokes (2009) found that Catholic and Buddhist Asian
American adolescents who shared their parents’ religious affiliation had sig-
nificantly lower rates of religious service attendance than their Protestant
peers; they were also significantly less likely to see their religion as impor-
tant. They note that ‘‘regular service attendance is much less important for
some Buddhist traditions’’ (p. 218) and also ‘‘rarely do Buddhist or other eth-
nic religious organizations provide similar levels of youth-focused religious
activities [or] . . . religious education for American-raised immigrant youth’’
(p. 221). Some of the practices affiliated with various religious communi-
ties—for instance, Buddhists being less likely to offer the ‘‘youth groups’’
that are popular among Christian congregations—may affect the cohesion
and density of social networks within a religious institution, which in turn
may affect whether and how various religious communities facilitate the
exchange of social capital.

The prominence of religious affiliation and attendance as a source of
social capital differs between Chinese and Korean American communities
due to the lower rates of religiosity among Chinese Americans. Unlike
Korean Americans, the majority of Chinese Americans are not Christian and
do not worship weekly at Buddhist temples or elsewhere (Zhou & Kim,
2006). While over half of Korean immigrants applying for citizenship in
2002 affiliated as Protestant, only 13.6% of Chinese immigrants did so (Park,
2010). Thus, while religion plays a role in Chinese American life, religious in-
stitutions likely do not play as prominent of a role as they do in the Korean
American community. The current study is the first to use national data to
examine the relationship between religious affiliation, attending religious serv-
ices, and participation in SAT prep for East Asian American students.

Theoretical Influence

I use social capital theory to frame why East Asian American students
overall have a relatively high rate of participation in SAT prep. How do stu-
dents and their parents develop educational aspirations and access informa-
tion about how to achieve them? I propose that educational aspirations,
expectations for normative behavior, and information around meeting edu-
cational goals are largely developed and transmitted through social capital
networks that are supported by ethnic communities and ethnic economies.
Social capital is a term that describes how capital, such as knowledge, infor-
mation, or resources, is transferred through networks and relationships
(Coleman, 1988; Lin, 2001; Putnam, 2000). Social capital does not merely
describe relationships and networks; it captures how such networks allow
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members of a community to access and leverage valuable resources and
information.

Harkening back to Zhou and Kim’s (2006) findings that ethnic social
structures like SAT prep support educational mobility, these ethnic social
structures are supported by social capital in East Asian American communi-
ties in two primary ways. First, civic organizations and ethnic enclaves foster
close social ties and intra-ethnic networking, which leads to business con-
tacts and opportunities that support the broader ethnic economy in which
SAT prep centers exist. For Korean Americans, these civic organizations
are most often churches, due to the social support role that they play in
the Korean American community (Min, 1992). Chinese Americans are
more likely to be geographically bound by ethnic enclaves and ethnoburbs,
which facilitate social ties (Zhou & Kim, 2006). This intra-ethnic networking
can literally lead to the founding of new SAT prep centers as aspiring entre-
preneurs exchange information on how to start a business and attract new
clientele. Second, both values around education and information about
how to actualize these values (i.e., through resources like SAT prep) are
propagated and reinforced through these same social capital networks.
Zhou and Cho (2010) noted two distinct features of how East Asian
American ethnic economies influence the exchange of social capital, both
of which promote interaction and social ties across social classes. First, while
suburban, middle class co-ethnics might not live in ethnic enclaves, they
come back to the ethnic community for resources like grocery shopping,
church, and SAT prep. Second, a strong ethnic economy supports institu-
tions that facilitate interclass contact. Zhou and Cho (2010) observed,

Although social relations may be more secondary and instrumental
than primary and intimate, they create effective channels for informa-
tion flow and exchange and thus ease the negative consequences of
social isolation associated with inner-city living. Take education as an
example. Chinese and Korean immigrant parents, often non-English
speaking, are able to obtain detailed information about high school
and college requirements, school and college rankings, scholarship
and financial aid, and other education-related matters through their
casual contacts with a more informed group of co-ethnics in
churches, supermarkets, restaurants, beauty salons, and other ethnic
institutions and also the ethnic-language media. They can find tutors
and after-school programs through a range of options. (p. 93)

As they explain, ethnic social structures like SAT prep centers exist
within a broader ethnic economy that assists many East Asian Americans
in fulfilling educational aspirations. Ethnic economies support interclass
social relations, explaining why even low-income Korean Americans have
a relatively high rate of taking SAT prep (Teranishi et al., 2004), although
the same trend is less pronounced among low-income Chinese Americans.
Social relations within the ethnic economy may be more secondary and
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casual, versus primary and intimate, echoing Granovetter’s (1983) work on
the ‘‘strength of weak ties.’’ Granovetter notes that weaker, secondary ties
play a critical role by lessening economic isolation and promoting the
flow of information within and between social networks. Parental networks
are usually stratified by social class (Horvat, Weininger, & Lareau, 2003), but
by lessening socioeconomic isolation, ethnic economies provide an infra-
structure wherein some low-income families are able to access information
and resources that they can leverage for their children. Many East Asian
Americans use relationships facilitated by avenues such as churches, small
businesses, and cultural associations to formulate ideals of college-going
behavior and to transmit knowledge about how to achieve these ideals
and goals. The ethnic media also reinforce these messages by advertising
SAT prep centers and lauding the achievements of academically successful
students (Zhou & Kim, 2006). Taking an SAT prep course appears to be
a method that East Asian Americans have particularly embraced as a means
to achieving desired academic outcomes, and social capital networks attune
families to the benefits of taking SAT prep, as well as how to go about taking
it. Thus, SAT prep centers are supported by social capital networks within
the broader ethnic community through multiple ways.

However, the fact that ethnic economies facilitate the social capital that
supports the SAT prep industry does not mean that all Korean and Chinese
Americans access these services equally. This study seeks to examine the
extent to which (1) SES and (2) variables related to social capital such as reli-
gious affiliation and religious service attendance are related to participation
in SAT prep for Korean and Chinese American students, as well as compar-
ison groups of White, Black, and Latino/a students.

Methods

The sample consists of 3,996 first-time full-time Korean American, 6,782
Chinese American, and 5,457 White college students drawn from a larger
national sample of the 344,469 students who participated in the UCLA
Higher Education Research Institute’s Cooperative Institutional Research
Program (CIRP) 1997 Freshman Survey. The East Asian American students
represent the entire sample of students who filled out the survey from their
ethnic group. In order to compare the groups more easily, I drew random
subsamples of 2% of the original sample of White students and 20% of the
Black and Latino/a samples: hence, the final analytic samples of 5,457
White students, 5,607 Black students, and 5,261 Latino/a students. The
CIRP is the country’s oldest longitudinal study of college students. The
Freshman Survey includes student background information (e.g., gender,
race, family income, and parental education) and pre-college characteristics
(e.g., high school experiences, academic and career aspirations, and atti-
tudes). The 1997 administration of the CIRP Freshman Survey is the only
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year of the survey’s history in which the Asian/Asian American category was
disaggregated for ethnic subgroups. In disaggregating by ethnicity, within-
group analysis can identify variance within specific populations that is often
overlooked in the analysis of broader populations (Carter & Hurtado, 2007).

The dependent variable for the study is a dichotomous ‘‘yes/no’’
response to the question, ‘‘In planning for college, did you take an SAT/
ACT preparation course?’’ I first ran descriptive statistics to see how partici-
pation in SAT prep varies by family income. I then used logistic regression to
control for background characteristics and student attributes. Logistic regres-
sion is used to identify the relationship between a dependent variable and
a set of independent variables when the dependent variable is binary or
dichotomous (Hosmer & Lemeshow, 2000). Assumptions of logistic regres-
sion include a dichotomous dependent variable, meaningful coding, inclu-
sion of all relevant variables in the model, low error in explanatory
variables, adequate sample size, and absence of perfect multi-collinearity
(Garson, 2011). Unlike linear regression, in logistic regression, ‘‘the condi-
tional mean of the regression equation must be formulated to be bounded
between zero and 1’’ and ‘‘the binomial, not the normal, distribution de-
scribes the distribution of the errors and will be the statistical distribution
upon which the analysis is based’’ (Hosmer & Lemeshow, 2000, p. 7).
Maximum likelihood estimation is used to estimate the value of parameters
that make the observed data most likely (Long, 1997). Missing values analy-
sis was conducted on the sample using the expectation-maximization algo-
rithm to replace missing data for continuous independent variables
(McLachlan & Krishnan, 1997).

The regression equation included four blocks of independent variables
to see how variables were related to SAT prep. Block 1 included demo-
graphic variables, including measures of SES: sex (female), level of mother’s
education, and family income (below $25,000 or above $75,000). Block 2
tested the idea of religion as a source of social capital by including religious
affiliation variables (Protestant, Catholic, Buddhist) and a measure of reli-
gious engagement (frequent religious service attendance in the past year).
Block 3 included variables related to academic engagement and aspirations:
high school grade point average, if a student studied frequently with other
students, self-rated competitiveness, if the student thought he or she would
need English or math remedial coursework, and degree aspirations (M.D. or
Ph.D.). Block 4 addressed if the student saw the following as very important:
attending a college because relatives encouraged the student, because of its
national ranking in magazines, or to ‘‘prove to others that I could succeed.’’
These variables captured facets of external motivation that might influence
participation in SAT prep. The equation for the final model is as follows:
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log p= 1 � p½ � ¼ aþ b0 þ b1Femalei þ b2Low incomei þ b3High incomei

þ b4Citizeni þ b5Protestanti þ b6Catholici þ b7Buddhisti þ b8GPAi

þ b9Studied with friendsi þ b10Religious service attendancei

þ b11Competitivenessi þ b12English remediationi

þ b13Math remediationi þ b14M:D: aspirationi þ b15 Ph:D: aspirationi

þ b16Relative’s wishi þ b17National rankingsi þ b18Prove myself i þ e

There are several study limitations. Because 1997 was the only year that
the Asian American subgroup was disaggregated on the HERI survey, the
data are somewhat dated and may not be entirely reflective of today’s col-
lege students. However, college competition has only increased since the
late 1990s, and it would be unsurprising if even more students are taking
SAT prep in current times. Also, the sample is only generalizable to the pop-
ulation of first-time, full-time college students. Thus, students beginning
their postsecondary education in community colleges are not adequately
represented in the sample, which is important to note because almost half
of Asian American undergraduates attend community colleges (Park,
2010). A limitation of conducting secondary data analysis is that there are
certain variables that may be related to participation in SAT prep that I
was unable to control for, such as generational status. Certain coefficients
on variables may be biased if they are in fact caused by factors outside of
the model related to participation in SAT prep. It is important to note that
the analysis does not allow for casual interpretation of relationships between
variables. Additionally, it is important to recognize that the dichotomous
dependent variable captures only whether a student actually took SAT
prep classes or not and does not provide information on how long students
took such classes or where they took the classes. Future research, and par-
ticularly qualitative research, is needed to expand understanding of this
practice.

Findings

Table 1 provides summary statistics for independent variables.
Table 2 shows the breakdown of participation in SAT prep by income

level for each of the five groups. Overall, participation for students with
household incomes of $25,000 or less was highest for Korean American stu-
dents (46.7%) and lowest for Latino/a and White students (27.3% and 27.4%).
The gap between the low-income and high-income groups was largest for
Chinese American students (19.4 percentage points) and White students
(14.6 percentage points). The gap was smallest for Korean American stu-
dents. Overall, Latino/a students had the lowest rate of participation in
SAT prep courses.
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Table 3 shows the final model results for each of the five groups.1 All
models performed better than chance (50%) in predicting taking an SAT
prep course (percentage predicted in sample) and not taking an SAT course
(percentage predicted not in sample). In all groups, a consistently non-sig-
nificant chi-square statistic from the Hosmer and Lemeshow Test indicated
model fit, that is, the models were not significantly different from the data.
Across groups, the declining –2 log likelihood statistic suggested that the
fit improved for each model.

In Table 3, odds ratios over 1 indicate an increased probability of taking
SAT while odds ratios under 1 show a significantly lower likelihood of par-
ticipating in SAT prep. For all five groups, mother’s education, having an
income of $75,000 or more, and needing math remediation were associated
with a higher likelihood of taking SAT prep. Both studying frequently with
friends and choosing an institution because of the desire to attend a nation-
ally ranked college increased the likelihood of taking SAT prep for all groups
except Black students. Being female was associated with an increased prob-
ability of taking SAT prep for Black, White, and Chinese American students
(1.142, 1.140, and 1.149, respectively), and coming from a low-income fam-
ily decreased the likelihood of SAT prep for Chinese American, White, and
Latino/a students (0.750, 0.799, and 0.816, respectively). Being Protestant
was associated with an increased likelihood of taking SAT prep for Korean
Americans (1.377), the only group for whom a religious affiliation variable
was significant. Attending religious services frequently increased the likeli-
hood of taking SAT prep for Korean American and White students.

Focusing on Korean and Chinese American students, all of the demo-
graphic variables from Block 1, including variables related to SES, were signif-
icant for Chinese American students but not for Korean American students. In
contrast, the Block 2 variables that were significant for Korean Americans
(Protestant and attending religious services frequently) were non-significant
for Chinese Americans. The groups shared some commonalities, with studying
frequently with friends, needing Math remediation, and viewing national rank-
ings as very important being significant for both groups.

Table 2

Percentage of SAT Participation by Family Income

Korean American Chinese American White Black Latino/a

$0–25,000 46.7 31.8 27.4 36.9 27.3

$25,001–75,000 49.5 41.7 32.1 40.0 32.3

$75,001–250,0001 55.4 51.2 42.0 48.5 38.5

Overall sample 50.7 42.0 35.6 40.4 32.4

Gap between $75,0001

and $25,000 . groups

8.7 19.4 14.6 11.6 11.2
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Discussion

Overall findings indicate that family income plays a more prominent role
in determining access to SAT prep for Chinese Americans, while religious
involvement and affiliation appear to influence Korean American students’
experiences. In this section I discuss how findings add to an understanding
of how family income affects Korean and Chinese American students’ partic-
ipation in SAT prep, explain distinctions between Korean and Chinese
American students’ experiences, and discuss the significance of other
variables.

Some previous work suggests that SES is less of a dividing factor within
the Korean American community in terms of who takes SAT prep courses
(Zhou & Kim, 2006), while Lew (2006) argued that SES plays a strong role
in influencing Korean American educational pathways. This study’s findings
fall somewhere in between: SES significantly predicted the likelihood of

Table 3

Odds Ratios for Final Model

Korean

American

Chinese

American White Black Latino/a

Sex: female 1.003 1.149** 1.140* 1.142* 1.086

Mother’s education 1.072*** 1.074*** 1.056** 1.058*** 1.045**

Income: $25,000 or less 0.937 0.750*** 0.799* 0.919 0.816**

Income: $75,000 or more 1.177* 1.306*** 1.471*** 1.319** 1.262**

U.S. citizen 1.149 1.347*** 0.975 1.121 1.150

Protestant 1.377*** 0.998 0.990 1.042 1.044

Catholic 1.206 0.865 1.057 0.887 0.960

Buddhist 0.832 1.120 0.820 0.761 0.251

Religious service attendance 1.258** 0.996 1.128* 1.100 1.109

High school GPA 1.026 0.965 0.955* 1.026 1.008

Studied with friends 1.299*** 1.265*** 1.157* 0.962 1.404***

Self-rating: competitiveness 0.997 0.973 1.030 1.041 0.984

Need remediation in English 0.849 1.111 1.342** 1.256** 1.091

Need remediation in math 1.255** 1.214** 1.226** 1.217** 1.271***

Degree aspiration: M.D. 1.199 1.221** 0.911 1.281** 1.129

Degree aspiration: Ph.D. 0.988 0.886 0.888 1.024 1.007

Chose to attend: relatives’

wish very important

0.975 0.927 0.936 0.882 0.957

Chose to attend: national

rankings very important

1.362*** 1.286*** 1.341** 1.093 1.301**

Reason for attending: prove to

myself that I could succeed

1.126 1.067 1.182** 1.122* 1.115

*p \ .05. **p \ .01. ***p \ .001.
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Korean American participation in SAT prep, but other variables had stronger
associations with the dependent variable. Furthermore, while being from
a higher income family was associated with an increased likelihood of taking
an SAT prep course for all five groups, the effect was least pronounced for
Korean American students. Notably, low-income Korean Americans were
actually more likely than high-income White students to take SAT prep
courses (46.7% vs. 42.0%). The effect of SES may have been more apparent
in Lew’s study because she examined two relative extremes of Korean
American educational experiences: academically successful magnet students
and high school dropouts. Protective social capital networks may blunt the
negative effects of low SES for many Korean Americans; however, some stu-
dents may be more isolated from these networks (Lew, 2006; Park, 2010).
While high-income Korean Americans were more likely to take SAT prep
than low-income peers, the gap was relatively slim in comparison to other
racial/ethnic populations.

In contrast, findings indicate that income plays a more prominent role
for Chinese American participation in SAT prep. Even though Chinese
Americans overall had higher participation in SAT prep than White, Black,
and Latino/a students, they had the largest gap between low-income and
high-income participation in SAT prep of the five groups. Being from
a low-income family significantly lowered the odds of taking SAT prep for
Chinese American, White, and Latino/a students, and the effect was signifi-
cant at a more stringent p value for Chinese Americans (0.750***) than
Latino/a and White students (0.816** and 0.799*). Overall, findings display
notable distinctions in the college-preparation activities between lower SES
and higher SES Chinese Americans, further evidence of how social class
plays a prominent role in stratifying Chinese American students’ educational
experiences (Louie, 2004).

Korean and Chinese Americans are two East Asian American popula-
tions with access to ethnic economies, but findings unveil divergent patterns
in their participation in SAT prep. What accounts for the difference? Two sets
of findings point to factors that shape social capital networks for East Asian
Americans, as well as the possible limitations of such networks. First, two
variables from Block 2, Protestant religious affiliation and attending religious
services, were significantly related to participation in SAT prep for Korean
Americans, while neither was significant for Chinese Americans. Korean
Americans are known to affiliate as Protestant at much higher rates than
other immigrant populations, including Chinese immigrants (Park, 2010).
Given the extensive social service role of Korean immigrant churches
(Min, 1992), religious affiliation likely signifies ties to churches that foster
social capital relationships, resource networks, and interclass contact. It
also appears that the actual strength of those ties, as measured by frequently
attending religious services, also influences a student’s access to these social
capital networks. Additional analysis showed that of low-income Korean
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American students, religious service attendance was more frequent among
those who took SAT prep versus those who did not. Of low-income
Korean Americans who did not take SAT prep, 56.7% reported frequent reli-
gious service attendance while 64.2% of low-income Koreans who took SAT
prep reported frequent religious service attendance. While these figures can-
not show causality, they do offer some support for the idea that religious ser-
vice attendance plays a role in supporting access to SAT prep for low-income
Korean Americans. By connecting them to a mixed-income intergenerational
network of co-ethnics, churches are sites where parents and their children
exchange information about how to achieve educational expectations
(Zhou & Cho, 2010). Protestant churches are more likely to have youth
groups which provide the chance for students to participate in another youth
network besides their high school (Zhai & Strokes, 2009), further strengthen-
ing ties within religiously based networks.

However, Chinese Americans are overall less likely to affiliate with any
religion than Korean Americans (Park, 2010), and as a result religious insti-
tutions play less of a role in transmitting and facilitating the exchange of
social capital relative to other institutions and networks for Chinese
Americans (Zhou & Kim, 2006). Correspondingly, attending religious serv-
ices was non-significant for Chinese American students. In noting the lower
religious affiliation and participation by Chinese Americans, my intent is not
to communicate that the low religiosity among Chinese Americans is why
a prominent gap exists between low-income and high-income student par-
ticipation in SAT prep. Instead, I highlight it as a point of contrast between
Korean and Chinese Americans, showing that extensive religious affiliation
and involvement appears to play a role in broadening access to SAT prep
for low-income Korean Americans, likely via social capital networks stem-
ming from ethnic churches.

While both Chinese and Korean Americans have ethnic economies, the
Korean American’s community’s high level of religious involvement likely
strengthens the flow of information and access to supplemental education
for low-income Korean Americans. As noted before, many Chinese immi-
grant congregations provide emotional and even material support to help
congregants navigate American life (Cao, 2005; Chang, 2006). However,
Chinese Americans overall are simply less likely to participate in such con-
gregations relative to Korean Americans (Zhou & Kim, 2006), which poten-
tially limits their access to such networks.

It is important to note that religion is just one of multiple distinctions
between Chinese and Korean Americans that influence the formation and
cohesion of social capital networks. For instance, the relative ethnic homoge-
neity of the population and the use of a single language likely enables the for-
mation of tighter, more cohesive social capital networks for Korean
Americans. Chinese Americans are more likely to populate ethnic communi-
ties that are geographically bounded—ethnic enclaves and ethnoburbs—than
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Korean Americans, who tend to be more geographically dispersed but rely on
churches as the primary venue for community functions (Zhou & Kim, 2006).
Noting that church and weekly religious service attendance is far less common
among Chinese Americans than Korean Americans, Zhou and Kim (2006) ex-
plained that Chinese American families are more likely to frequent Chinese
language schools than churches. The two institutions may provide similar
social functions for attendees, and unfortunately this analysis was unable to
control for language school attendance.

Another finding helps explain why low-income Chinese Americans are
less likely to take SAT prep despite the social capital networks of the ethnic
economy. Chinese Americans were the only group where being a U.S. citi-
zen was associated with a significantly higher likelihood of taking SAT
prep (1.347). Additional analysis found starkly different income distributions
for Chinese Americans based on citizenship. Among Chinese Americans who
were U.S. citizens, 18.2% came from low-income families ($25,000 or lower),
44.7% from middle-income families, and 37.1% from high-income families
($75,000 or higher). In contrast, 45.7% of non-citizens were from low-
income families, 36.9% were from middle-income families, and 17.4%
were from high-income families. In further analysis, I ran an additional
model for the Chinese American sample that included an interaction term
for income and citizenship. The term was significant (odds-ratio 1.044,
p \ .01), meaning that being both a citizen and from a wealthier family
was associated with an increased likelihood of taking SAT prep for
Chinese American students. Thus, it appears that the combination of lack
of citizenship, which may signify permanent residency or undocumented
status, and low-income status is something that impedes access to SAT
prep for some Chinese American students relative to their more affluent
peers. Inequality exists between social networks, influencing members’
access to certain types of resources (Horvat et al., 2003; Lin, 2001). Future
studies should investigate whether this trend is due to low-income
Chinese American students not being able to afford SAT prep, the nature
of their social networks, or a combination of the two.

An additional variable related to SES was significant for all groups:
Students whose mothers had higher levels of education had a higher likeli-
hood of taking SAT prep. Mothers are often the brokers of their children’s
education (Louie, 2004). Higher levels of parental education can function
as a source of cultural capital, giving them the know-how to secure extra
educational resources for their children (Lareau, 2003; McDonough, 1997).
While religious affiliation, involvement, and SES were the main variables
of interest, studying frequently with friends was positively associated with
SAT prep for all groups except Black students. The variable suggests that
peers can function as a source of social capital, reflecting the importance
of academically oriented peer groups for minority and low-income students
during high school (Ream & Rumberger, 2008). Through the process of
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studying in groups, students may exchange information about navigating the
college admissions process, thus reinforcing certain normative expectations
about applying to college. Treisman (1992) found that Chinese American
college students who participated in informal study groups bolstered each
other’s academic performance, and they used the groups to exchange infor-
mation on how to navigate challenging classes and examinations. He later
duplicated the study group model with underrepresented minority students
with great success. A similar phenomenon likely exists at the high school
level, where friendship-based study groups can be a venue for peers to
exchange information regarding the college application process.

Choosing a college because of its national rankings in magazines such as
U.S. News and World Report was significant for all groups but Black students.
The link between choosing a college based on national rankings and taking
SAT prep may be due to students’ awareness of the role that SAT plays both
in national rankings and in the admissions process. For instance, a student
who wants to attend an elite college because of its rankings may also be at-
tuned to the college’s SAT average (published in U.S. News) and thus may
take SAT prep. While this chain of connections may seem fairly logical to
the upper-middle-class reader, these connections are not apparent to all stu-
dents: They are shaped by one’s habitus, that realm of taken-for-granted as-
sumptions and expectations that may seem perfectly normal to the
inhabitants of one social class but utterly foreign to those of another
(Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977; McDonough, 1997). Certain subsets of students
are more attuned to the world of college rankings and the role that SAT prep
can play in gaining entry to higher ranked institutions, but these sensibilities
are shaped by more than individual effort or aspirations.

Conclusion and Implications

The ethnic economy—the very existence of ethnically owned SAT prep
centers, social capital networks facilitated by churches for Korean
Americans, and the overall flow of information and sources within mixed-
income communities—supports access to SAT prep for East Asian
Americans. However, findings indicate that not all East Asian American stu-
dents have access to these resources. For Chinese Americans, family income
and lack of citizenship appear to be particular barriers to taking SAT prep.
Also, Chinese Americans are less likely to utilize a key social structure that
facilitates access to SAT prep for Korean Americans—churches. Other fac-
tors, such as a lack of citizenship and class stratification between social cap-
ital networks, likely make it more difficult for low-income Chinese
Americans to take SAT prep than their low-income Korean American coun-
terparts. As the first quantitative analysis of SAT prep to take religious affil-
iation and involvement into account, this study unveils key distinctions
between Korean and Chinese Americans’ involvement in SAT prep. The
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significance of religious affiliation and involvement for Korean Americans,
along with facets of SES for both groups, suggests that participation in SAT
prep courses is shaped by social and structural forces that exist beyond an
individual.

In commenting on the culture versus structure debates that have come
to dominate explanations for Asian American student performance in educa-
tion, Vivian Louie (2004) suggested that ‘‘a more fruitful approach is to con-
sider how culture, which we know to be fluid, is transformed by migration,
race relations, and the opportunity structure in the United States’’ (p. xxx).
This study’s findings offer insight into how a practice prevalent in East
Asian American communities, taking SAT prep, represents a nexus of culture
and structure. Cultural dynamics like the prevalence of supplementary edu-
cation overseas may influence immigrant East Asian American parents’ ideas
about how to approach education, but SAT prep institutions are supported
by the structural infrastructure of the ethnic economy, which also supports
the mixed-income social capital networks that transmit information on
how to access such opportunities. Social capital networks, the ethnic econ-
omy, citizenship, and SES work in tandem to make SAT prep a viable option
for many, but not all, East Asian American students, particularly low-income
Chinese Americans. Culture and structure work in a feedback loop, where
the prevalence of structures like SAT prep helps translate educational aspira-
tions into achievement, which creates more demand for the ethnic economy
to support such institutions. Over time, this cycle contributes to East Asian
American families’ cultural notions (i.e., habitus) of what is considered nor-
mative behavior. Thus, what may appear to outsiders as simply a byproduct
of ‘‘Asian culture’’ is in reality shaped by structural conditions at multiple
levels.

Additional research is needed to uncover how intersections between
structural and cultural forces facilitate opportunity and educational pathways
for students but block it for others. Further research is needed to show how
and why some East Asian American students are more isolated from social
capital networks of the ethnic economy, as well as some of the limitations
of ethnically based networks (Lew, 2010). Unfortunately, I was not able to
control for variables related to the organizational dimensions of a student’s
high school. Previous work has documented how high schools can facilitate
or deter the exchange of social and cultural capital (McDonough, 1997), and
more work is needed on how access to supplementary educational oppor-
tunities like SAT prep is encouraged or inhibited by various high school con-
texts. Future research is also needed to understand the notable gap in SAT
prep participation between low- and high-income White students, as well
as why neither religious participation nor affiliation was significant for
Latino/a students. The latter finding is somewhat surprising considering
that so many Latinos identify as Catholic, and future research should inves-
tigate how religious involvement affects the social capital networks of
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Latino/a students and the types of resources and information exchanged in
such networks.

Overall this study speaks to the importance of fostering venues that can
help students translate educational expectations and aspirations into actual
gains that will assist them in the college-going process. Low-income students
often have high educational aspirations and supportive families, but a gap
exists between their desire to attend college and their ability to actualize
these aspirations, especially if they lack access to accurate information about
how to navigate the college-going process. Not only is it essential for high
schools to build college-going cultures, but outside-of-school resources
can help bridge the gap between aspirations and actually achieving such as-
pirations. However, supplementary educational opportunities need to exist
within an infrastructure that promotes accessibility, especially for low-
income students. For East Asian Americans, supplementary education does
not exist in a vacuum; it exists in the broader infrastructure of an ethnic
economy that supports interclass interactions between families and, hence,
the exchange of information and resources that help translate aspirations
into educational gains (Zhou, 2009a). In some cases this infrastructure
bridges much of the gap between low- and high-income students (Korean
Americans), while in other cases the gap persists (Chinese Americans).

There are ‘‘variations in immigration histories, group-level socioeco-
nomic characteristics, patterns of incorporation and community organiza-
tion, and host society reception’’ that are unique to the East Asian
American adaptation of supplementary education (Zhou, 2009a, p. 165).
However, there are some lessons from the East Asian American approach
to supplemental education relevant to other communities. Supplementary
education needs to be supported by infrastructure that discourages socio-
economic isolation, with structural support to help families achieve their
educational aspirations. In comparing Los Angeles neighborhoods, Zhou
(2009b) observed that Koreatown and to some extent Chinatown had mul-
tiple institutions—churches, restaurants, SAT prep centers, and recreational
facilities—that pulled back middle and upper-middle-class co-ethnics who
did not live in the neighborhood but frequented it throughout the week.
In addition to strong schools, neighborhood and community development
that encourages people of different social classes to ‘‘do life’’ if not together,
at least side by side, plays a critical role in supporting educational mobility.
Such ties may be more secondary and casual (Zhou & Cho, 2010), but even
weak ties can help lessen socioeconomic isolation (Granovetter, 1983).
Given their prominent and historic role in minority communities, religious
institutions are particularly well situated to support the exchange of social
capital, by offering network closure, closed functional community, and
social support (Barrett, 2010; Coleman & Hoffer, 1987). Such institutions
also have rich histories of being sites for community mobilization and activ-
ism (Warren, Thompson, & Saegert, 2001). There is great cultural wealth to
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be harnessed within communities of color (Yosso, 2006), but cultural wealth
needs to be accompanied by structural support.

After-school programs and community centers are also in need of addi-
tional support to continue their work in supporting low-income youth. SAT
prep centers found in Koreatowns and Chinese American ethnoburbs are
typically for-profit institutions. One possibility would be creating parallel
non-profit institutions within ethnic economies that provide rigorous test
preparation and college counseling for low-income students. Another possi-
bility would be to create institutions, non-profit or for-profit, designed to
draw a mixed-income clientele of co-ethnic students, possibly by offering
scholarships or reduced rates of payment for low-income students. Such in-
stitutions could be connected to churches or other civic institutions that play
a prominent role in supporting low-income families. Overall, the lesson
learned from this study is not that SAT prep for East Asian American students
is due to the motivation and investment of the individual. Instead, a more
accurate depiction would be that while hard work is critical, it takes a village
(or an ethnic economy) to raise a college-bound student.

Notes

I am grateful to Kevin Eagan for his assistance with the manuscript. I thank the UCLA
Higher Education Research Institute for granting access to the data and Sam Museus for his
helpful comments.

1I discuss only the final model because the inclusion of each block did not subsume
the significance of any of the variables from the previous models.
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