Guide on How to
Facilitate Conversations

Talking to your family members about their experiences as Vietnamese refugees can be
deeply meaningful for both sides, but it requires sensitivity, respect, and care.

Choose the Right Time and Setting

Consider bringing it up during a moment of connection, such as a family meal or a walk, and give advance
notice so they're not caught off guard.

Find a comfortable, private space where your family member feels safe and relaxed.

Minimize stressors, such as loud noises or interruptions, and be mindful of body language by maintaining a
calm, open posture.

Approach with Empathy and Respect

Express admiration for their resilience: “I've been thinking about our family’s history and how much you've been
through. I'd love to understand more about your journey if you're comfortable sharing.”

Emphasize that your goalis to learn and honor their story, not to pry or reopen painful memories.

Use trauma-informed approaches: avoid sudden questions, allow space for reflection, and focus on strengths
by framing questions in a way that acknowledges their courage: “How did you stay strong during such
challenging times?”

Ask Open-Ended Questions

Start with broad, non-intrusive questions, and let them decide how much to share. For example: “What was life
like for you in Vietnam before you decided to leave?”

Consider using meaningful objects such as old photographs or sentimental items to help trigger
their memories.

Be patient and allow pauses; some memories may take time to surface.

Be Prepared for Emotional Responses

Understand that their experiences may carry trauma, and they might respond with sadness, anger, or
reluctance to discuss certain details.

Offer reassurance during emotional moments: “Thank you for sharing this with me. | know it's not easy to talk
about, and | appreciate your vulnerability.”

Avoid trying to “fix” their emotions; sometimes, listening is the most supportive action.



Validate Their Feelings and Experience

Acknowledge their bravery and sacrifices: “It’s incredible what you've been through and what you've done for
our family.”

Avoid judgment or pressing for more details if they seem hesitant. Focus instead on broader themes, such as
their feelings or general experiences.

If they share a painful memory, validate their feelings: “/ feel for you. That experience sounds painful, and it
makes sense youd feel that way.”

Respect Their Boundaries

If they're not ready to talk, let them know that it's okay: “/ understand this might be hard to talk about. If you ever
feel ready, I'm here to listen.”

Pay attention to signs of distress, such as changes in tone, hesitation, or physical discomfort. If they seem
overwhelmed, shift the conversation or take a break.

Be patient if this takes more than one conversation. Building trust around this topic might take time. Respect
their pace and revisit the topic only if they seem opentoiit.

Show Gratitude

Express how much you value their story and the impact it has on your life: “Hearing about your journey helps
me understand so much about who we are and where we come from. I'm really grateful you're sharing this with
me.”

Offer to Record or Document Their Story

Suggest documenting their history as a way to preserve it for future generations: “Would you be interested in
recording this so our family always has it? It's such an important part of our history.”

Additional Resource for Context and Support

To deepen understanding and provide language for these conversations, consider reading this Los Angeles
Times article on Viethamese mental health. It offers insights into cultural perspectives on trauma, healing, and
intergenerational dialogue, which may help facilitate discussions not just about the refugee experience, but
also about mental health and family dynamics over time.


https://www.latimes.com/projects/vietnamese-mental-health-guide-therapy/
https://www.latimes.com/projects/vietnamese-mental-health-guide-therapy/

Open-Ended Questions

Open-ended questions allow your family members to express their thoughts and feelings in their own words and
open the way for more detailed responses. Use these examples as a starting point, try to tailor your questions to
your family member’s unique experience, and ask follow up questions whenever appropriate. Note: Please adjust
the pronoun 6ng/ba based on who the storyteller is.

General Background and Life in Vietham

What was your childhood like in Vietnam? Tudi tho clia dng/ba & Viét Nam nhu thé naio?

What did a normal day look like for you before everything changed? Ngdy xua, mét ngdy binh thudng clia 6ng/
ba gidng nhu thé naio trudc khi moi thd thay déi?

What were some positive memories from growing up in Vietnam? Nhiing ky niém vui clia 6ng/ba khi con tré &
Viét Nam la gi?

Who were the people who influenced you the most when you were growing up? Aild nhiing ngudi c6 dnh huéng
dén 6ng/ba nhiéu nhat khi con tré?

What's one thing about Vietnam that you miss or wish you could experience again? Mot diéu vé Viét Nam ma
ong/ba nhd hodc mong mudh c6 thé tréi nghiém mot 1an nia 1a gi?

Motivation and Decision to Leave

When did you first realize you might have to leave Vietnam? Lan ddu tién éng/bd nhan ra minh c6 thé phdi rdi
khai Viét Nam la khi ndio?

What was the hardest part about deciding to leave? Diéu kho khén nhat ddi véi ong/ba khi quyét dinh ra di la gi?

Were there specific events or experiences that pushed you to make the decision? Diéu gi hodc sy viéc ndo da
thdc ddy 6ng/ba dua ra quyét dinh nay?

How did you prepare for the journey? Ong/ba dé chudn bi cho cudc hanh trinh nay nhu thé nao?

The Journey lItself
What do you remember most vividly about the journey? Ong/ba nhé diéu gi rd rang nhét vé cudc hanh trinh?

Were there moments during the journey that gave you hope? C6 nhiing khoanh khéc ndio trong cudc hanh trinh
da gip 6ng/bd c6 dugc su hy vong khdng?

Did you meet anyone along the way who made a lasting impression on you? Ong/ba c6 gdp ai trong suét cudc
hanh trinh dé dé Iai ky ni@m hodic gdy dn tugng 1au dai v6i 6ng/ba khéng?

What gave you the strength to continue the journey to the U.S.? Biéu gi da cho éng/ba stc manh hodc niém tin
dé ti€p tuc hanh trinh dén Hoa Ky (nudc My)?



Arrival and Adjustment
What were your firstimpressions of the new country? An tugng dau tién clia 6ng/bd vé dat nudc mai la gi?

What were the biggest challenges you faced when starting over? Nhiing thach thdc I16n nhdt ma dng/ba phdi
d6i mat khi bat ddu lai td ddu la gi?

What helped you get through those early days in a new place? Diéu gi dé gitp 6ng/ba vugt qua nhiing ngay dau
3 mot ndi mai?

Were there any cultural differences that were particularly hard to adjust to? C6 nhiing su khac biét van hdéa ndo
I6n mé 6ng/ba thay kho thich nghi khi dén My khong?

What parts of your Vietnamese culture have you worked to preserve the most? Nhiing diéu gi trong van hoa
Viét Nam ma dng/ba mudn gin git cho thé hé clia con chau?
Reflections on the Experience

Looking back, how do you feel about your decision to leave Vietnam? Khi nhin lai, 5ng/ba cdm thay thé ndo vé
quyét dinh rai khoi Viet Nam?

What helped you heal from the difficult parts of your experience? Diéu gi da gitp éng/ba chifa lanh (vugt qua)
nhiing giai doan kho khdn trong quéa khd ctia minh?

How did your experiences shape the way you raised me or view family? Theo 6ng/bd, nhiing diéu trong qua khi
da énh hudng dén cach éng/ba nudi day ching con hodc méi quan hé gia dinh nhu thé nao?

What motivates you today as you face current obstacles of the present? Diéu gi thic ddy (giap) dng/bd vuot
qua nhiing khé khdn cutia hién tai?

Are there lessons from that time in your life that you think are important for me to know? Ong/bé c6 nhiing bai
hoc (kinh nghiém) ndio trong cudc séng ma éng/bd nghi 1a can thiét dé truyén lgi cho ching con biét khéng?
Additional Resources for Questions

Viethnamese Boat People Conversation Cards

Parents Are Human Conversation Cards



https://www.vietnameseboatpeople.org/product-page/vbp-conversation-kit
https://parentsarehuman.com/products/vietnamese-edition?variant=41423294464159

Viet Stories Online & In Media

Learning about similar experiences through online digital archives and various forms of media can provide insight
into what your relatives might have gone through and help frame your understanding. This is not meant to be an
exhaustive list but a starting point to exploring the stories of others.

Oral Histories, Digital Archives, and Museums

Viet Stories: Viethamese American Oral History Project
An oral history collection housed in the Southeast Asian Archive with the purpose of assembling, preserving,
and disseminating the diverse life stories of Viethamese Americans in Southern California

Southeast Asian Archive at UC Irvine
A community-centered archive founded in 1987 in Orange County, CA

Vietnamese Heritage Museum
A non-profit organization dedicated to the preservation and exhibition of our Viethamese refugees’ heritage,
which features an online oral history archive and artifacts collection

Vietnamese in the Diaspora Digital Archive
A collection of open-access primary source materials relating to the Viethamese diaspora

The Viét Museum, also known as The Museum of the Boat People and the Republic of Vietnam
A museum in San Jose, CA dedicated to Vietnamese refugees with a collection of artifacts and documents

Films and Documentaries

Journey from the Fall (2006)
A powerful depiction of a family’'s escape from Vietnam after the fall of Saigon and their struggles in America

When the Tenth Month Comes (1984)
A classic Vietnamese film about a widow grappling with her husband's death in the war, reflecting on the
emotional aftermath for those left behind

Finding the Virgo (2019)

A documentary that follows a Viethamese refugee’s journey to reconnect with the captain of the boat that
rescued her family during their perilous escape from Vietnam

Last Days in Vietham (2014)
A documentary about the chaotic final days of the Vietnam War and the evacuation of South Viethamese allies

Heaven and Earth (1993)
Directed by Oliver Stone, this film is based on Le Ly Hayslip’'s memoirs, offering a Viethamese woman's
perspective on the war and its consequences



https://sites.uci.edu/vaohp/
https://seaa.lib.uci.edu/southeast-asian-archive
https://vietnamesemuseum.org/
https://vietdiasporastories.omeka.net/
https://sites.google.com/view/viet-museum-sanjose/home
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0433398/
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0118148/
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt8552902/
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt3279124/
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0107096/

Books

The Sympathizer by Viet Thanh Nguyen
A Pulitzer Prize-winning novel that delves into the complexities of identity, loyalty, and the refugee experience

through the eyes of a Viethamese double agent

The Refugees by Viet Thanh Nguyen
A collection of short stories about Viethamese immigrants navigating life in America, focusing on themes of
displacement, memory, and family

Monkey Bridge by Lan Cao
A novel exploring the intergenerational struggles between a Viethamese immigrant mother and her daughter in

America, woven with memories of war and loss

The Best We Could Do by Thi Bui
A graphic memoir recounting the author’s family’s journey from Vietham to America and the emotional toll of
displacement and intergenerational trauma

Perfume Dreams: Reflections on the Vietnamese Diaspora by Andrew Lam
A collection of essays reflecting on the Vietnamese immigrant experience, cultural identity, and reconciliation
with the past

Family Style by Thien Pham
A graphic memoir that uses food to tell the author’s family’s journey from Vietham to America, exploring
themes of identity, resilience, and belonging

Podcasts

Viethamese Boat People Podcast
Features personal stories of Vietnamese refugees and their descendants, exploring themes of survival,
identity, and resilience

Second Wave Podcast
Focuses on the experiences of Viethamese Americans as they navigate cultural identity and the legacy of war

Credits & Acknowledgements: This guide was created and edited by Linh My Truong, Don Hua, Selena Tran, and
Henry Duong. Please share and edit this guide freely. Thank you for the courage to have these conversations with
your family!



https://app.thestorygraph.com/books/1e07075f-bbe5-4280-b1ac-109b756fe091
https://app.thestorygraph.com/books/3fa9f838-2f6d-49df-8d63-b698aad973a8
https://app.thestorygraph.com/books/d20e43f2-ff65-4289-afdb-ba3234320104
https://app.thestorygraph.com/books/80867c08-f11a-4a61-8217-c5f8284e9922
https://app.thestorygraph.com/books/b2cda475-2a1c-4dcc-89c5-356e64c75b05
https://app.thestorygraph.com/books/0d290642-f664-4ded-9f43-7a5c9b21e7c8
https://www.vietnameseboatpeople.org/
https://www.kuow.org/podcasts/second-wave/
https://linhcreates.art/



