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Janet Dinh Transcript – Interview Recorded on 11/13/2001 

CPCC’s Cato Campus Library, Charlotte, NC 

Transcribed and edited by Mark Coltrain 

Coltrain: I’m Mark Coltrain. We’re here today – it’s Friday, November 13, 2009, we’re out at Cato 

Campus, I’m here with Janet Dinh and we’re going to start our oral history interview. 

Coltrain: What’s your name and where and when were you born? 

Dinh: My name is Janet Dinh. I’m from Vietnam. Was born in the city—the capital of Vietnam: Saigon. 

Coltrain: Where did you grow up? 

Dinh: I grew up in Saigon for 13 years before I came to USA. 

Coltrain: And where else have you lived, other than Saigon? 

Dinh: I guess I would say that USA would be my second country. So when we left Saigon and we went to 

a couple places and resided there a couple weeks before—we had a sponsor and my family and I, we 

landed in Raleigh, North Carolina in 1975. 

Coltrain: Have you lived anywhere else in the United States? 

Dinh: Pretty much North Carolina is my second hometown. I have visited many places in United States. I 

travel out of the country several times. Love to travel, love to see the history of other countries. 

Coltrain: What jobs have you had? 

Dinh: Well, I came here when I was a teenager, so of course I had to go through middle school—at that 

time it was called junior high school and then graduate from high school—Sanderson High School in 

Raleigh. I went to North Carolina State University, graduated from there. And my degree was in French 

Education, so my first job was with Wake County, teaching French in the junior high school. 

Coltrain: What do you do for a living now? 

Dinh: Still teaching. Still teaching, yes. I guess for the past 18 years, you know, my main profession’s 

pretty much in the educational field. As you know, I’m married and have two children. My oldest one is 

18, almost 18, and I have one is 13, so between 2 kids, I took off a year or two, and then went back to 

teaching part-time. When I moved to Charlotte, I got a job with Charlotte Mecklenburg School System 

and after the second child I resigned and about a year and a half later, I got with the college [CPCC] and 

I’m here until now. 

Coltrain: You mentioned that you left in 1975 to come to the United States… 

Dinh: Yes, that’s correct. 
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3:10  

Coltrain: Why did you family come? 

Dinh: We were political refugees. At that time, the South Vietnam lost to the North Vietnam, so a lot of 

Vietnamese people came to USA around that time. And even years later, there were more Vietnamese 

refugees coming—you know, leaving the country. So I guess we were the first group in 1975 that landed 

in United States. 

Coltrain: And what possessions did you bring with you and why? 

Dinh: Well, I guess at that time, I was so young and innocent—didn’t know anything, didn’t know much 

about politics and I guess in most people’s heart and minds at that time, people thought they were just 

going to leave the countries until the political situation got settled. No one knew that they were going to 

leave the country for good. Had we known that, a lot of people would have sold the house or took all 

their personal belongings with them but at that time, pretty much it’s just freedom because my country, 

at that time, were divided into two parts – north and south Vietnam. And the south is for the republic so 

everybody wanted freedom and everybody was looking for freedom in other countries and at that time 

a lot of people thought France would be one of the countries and then the Americans and then, like I 

said, I was so young to get involved with politics, the U.S. government had promised to help the 

refugees—they can get out Vietnam, so that’s how we got out. 

Coltrain: What was the journey like from Vietnam to the U.S.? 

Dinh: I could write a book about that! But basically it was a very chaotic situation. My family were lucky 

enough to get out of Vietnam and we were on a big ship because my father was working on that ship. 

There were many people who tried to escape through the rivers, through, you know, whichever ways 

they could find but I guess we should say we count our blessings. We had a comfortable journey. The 

minute we left our country until we landed in Guam island—that’s where the ship has to get more 

gasoline, petroleum and food for the people on the ship and then from there, the U.S. government had 

helped a lot of people, finding families. But if I could remember that—the U.S. government set up many 

refugees’ camps in United States, too, so before we came to Raleigh, North Carolina, my family was 

brought to the refugee camp in Pennsylvania that’s called Indian Town Gap. And some of my friends 

cam e from Pennsylvania, the state of Pennsylvania and they said that refugee camp still exists and they 

went back—some of them even lived there for a few weeks before they found a sponsor, they found 

friends, relatives. And at that time, there were Vietnamese people and you know people went to 

different countries to study years ago but the community of Vietnamese people in the United States 

were very tiny until after 1975. So we lived—my family was there in Indian Town Gap refugee camp for I 

would say three weeks, about three weeks. And then we got a sponsor by Lutheran Church, so they 

sponsor our family to Raleigh. 

Dinh: We do have some dialects but nothing like China because you know in China there’s like 

thirtysomething different dialects—the Mandarin, Cantonese, Szechuan. Vietnamese language is pretty 

much one language but there are certain groups in the central part of Vietnam. They have their own 
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dialects but basically like terminologies, vocabulary in general. We still speak Vietnamese but their 

accent is very different. 

Coltrain: Kind of like the Northern vs. Southern accents in the United States? 

Dinh: Yeah. And then a few words like—you go to Texas, people say howdy and here we say hi hello. So 

and then also the Northern Vietnamese have a few vocabularies that they use in the North. For 

example, in the South we have a vocabulary like the spoon or the fork. Well, the northern people use a 

different vocabulary, so I would say that that’s a dialect. 

Coltrain: Do you remember your first day in the United States? Can you describe it? 

Dinh: The first day is like when they brought us to the refugee camp in Indian Town Gap. I know it was 

early in the summer and it was so cold. [laughs] It was freezing though I think the temperature was in 

the seventies but my country is a tropical country so it was hot all year round. It’s still hot all year round. 

So I guess the body temperature of each person has to be adjusted. You know after you live there for 

awhile. So the very first day that we were brought to the refugee camps, I think the first thing they told 

us is—they gave us the cubicle with the beds and everything. And they provided blankets and everything 

but they knew we needed some clothes and just like in most military camps, you know, there’s 

cafeteria—the eating place—so that’s what we did first. And then everybody lined up in a different 

barrack to get some clothes—extra clothes—and as I remember everybody grabbed those fur coats or 

those winter coats and it was back in July, June. Every time somebody ask me about that question—

that, okay, how do you feel when you first came here. And then I’m looking at myself right now because 

I lived here for thirty-four years and I’m used with the four seasons and I love the cool weather. So a lot 

of time in my classroom, even now since you know it’s cold outside, I have a fan going. My Latino 

students was bundled up even with the scarf and hats and I’m wearing tank top, t-shirt. It’s one thing I 

told them, because you guys are sitting down and I’m walking around, I’m moving around so I feel 

hotter. But then you know when I thought about the first day, I say well, it’s the body temperature that 

has to be adjusted. So that kind of you know looks funny, I didn’t tell them anything but this is like a 

memory to me. 

Coltrain: What family members came along with you?  

12:41 

Dinh: My whole family—my parents—there are four of us—my parents have four children so all four of 

us came. 

Coltrain: Did anyone stay behind? 

Dinh: Yes, my relatives. Both sides of my grandparents, my uncles, my aunts—and later, in the 90s, 

another—a few other families, members of my father came but they landed in California. 

Coltrain: What were some of your first impression of the United States? 
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Dinh: Well, first of all, the food. What did we have at the camp? We love potato chips. Yes, those potato 

chips. But the American foods at that time to me tasted so bland, ‘cause like creamed potatoes, you 

know, some of the usual dishes that they served was corn, smashed potatoes. Vietnamese food is 

different. Vietnamese cuisine—they put a lot of spices, they marinate the meat with different sauces, so 

it’s very different. But, I would say the junk food—that’s what we liked the best—ice cream and juice, 

apple juice. ‘Cause you know in my country it’s hard, so there’s a lot of different type of tropical fruits. 

We couldn’t grow apple and grapes because those fruits have to grow in the cold regions. But I guess 

one of my favorite food at that time was potato chips, dry raisins and apple juice and grape juice and ice 

cream of course. 

Coltrain: Who doesn’t like ice cream? What sort of traditions or customs have you made an effort to 

preserve since you’ve been in the United States? 

Dinh: So when we got a sponsor by Lutheran church, they purchased the tickets for us so we flew down 

to Raleigh and I guess the church already had the arrangements—they made all the arrangements. We 

lived with an American family. So the night that we came to Raleigh was dark and if you allow me to go 

back to the subject of food, as I remember we landed in the Raleigh/Durham airport like maybe 9:30 in 

the evening. Boy, it’s so different than the movies—all we saw was pine trees and darkness. My first 

impression, I would say, my family’s first impression at that time was like, ‘is this America?!’ Because we 

saw nothing around but darkness and pine trees and woods, compared to those movies we saw when 

we were in our country, I guess they filmed in Chicago, New York City, LA, San Francisco. So I remember, 

I asked my father when we were sitting in the van: “are we in United States? Are we in United States?” 

And so of course we were greeted by the pastor of our church and several other members of the church. 

On the way home, we stopped at McDonald’s—boy that hamburger taste yucky! But we love French 

fries—fried potatoes. Yeah, because in my country they serve steaks or lobster or different type of 

dishes and they cut those potato strips and fry them. So that’s another one of my favorites. And at that 

time I would say that’s all I could eat. And my pastor looked at us—there were six of us—and say, well at 

that time I didn’t understand what he said but now looking back, I guess he was wondering why we 

didn’t eat the sandwiches, hamburgers, and we just ate the potatoes, the fried potatoes, the French 

fries. So after that we, they took us to this family and they were members of the church so we lived with 

them for two months and during those two months, I learned a lot—we all learned a lot. And thanks for 

that first period of life, that how we, you know, learned English because when you are put in that kind of 

a situation, you have no choice but to survive. And one way to survive is you got to learn or pick up 

whatever you can. And that was still in the summer, so with that family the children, they have two 

children and the kids were home, and they had a big house and we got the whole basement—two 

bedrooms, the whole suite downstairs. My mother started to learn English. My father spoke English 

because he was, you know, with his job he traveled a lot when he was in Vietnam. He worked on the 

commercial ships, so some of the countries that he visited, that his ship had embarked was like Japan, 

Malaysia, Singapore, so in his job he had to communicate with the foreigners so he knew English and he 

spoke French. And I studied French. French was, even though I was Vietnamese, my parents sent me to 

a French Catholic school, so the first language I was exposed to academically was French. And after a 

couple of years being at that French Catholic school, the Vietnamese government required all the 
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foreign schools have to teach Vietnamese so even though at home we spoke Vietnamese, but I started 

learning Vietnamese when I was in second grade. And my mother had to find a tutor—a private tutor to 

teach me Vietnamese in writing and reading and you know everything. So I spoke French at the time—

it’s so funny that when we lived with that family, that every American I approached, I always asked them 

do you speak French? And I asked that question half in French and half in English because the last two 

years before I left my country, as in many countries, you know, when you in middle school, they start 

offer foreign language and I had maybe three hours of English. So what did I learn? The weather, the 

cats, the dogs, how to count the numbers, the greeting words, basically, just those words—nothing, not 

enough to survive. But during our stay with that family, the Gibsons, my mother picked—had to learn 

English, and she was introduced to a lot of American cooking, because Mrs. Gibson, she’s a homemaker 

so she stay home. And that was nice and she taught my mother a lot of how to cook American dishes. 

And then the pastor tried to find us an Asian supermarket. And Raleigh, even though Raleigh is the 

capital of North Carolina, but it’s very small. It’s three times smaller than Charlotte. And we were the 

first Vietnamese refugee family who landed in Raleigh. 

Dinh: Going back to the night that we landed at the airport, my pastor, somehow he found two other 

Vietnamese people came with him. One of them came to United States to study. She was a student here 

and of course graduated and had a job. The other man, he came maybe two years before 1975 just for 

economical reasons. And so my—because we are Vietnamese somehow my pastor found them and 

brought them with him. Which is kind of welcome us and make us feel more comfortable. Bless his 

heart, that must be hard for him. During our stay there, somehow he found a Filipino store—a small 

supermarket. And so they took my family there and my mom started to buy some Asian spices like rice, 

you know different things, whatever that store has and it’s just like between Mrs. Gibson and my mom, 

they kind of exchange the cooking dishes. And they love Asian food. And also they got a Japanese 

exchange student, who stay with them for three weeks. And that Japanese girl didn’t do much cooking 

but she kind of participated in the family activities like we did trips to the mountains, first mountain we 

visited was Grandfather Mountain in Tennessee and that was so beautiful. And that’s also another 

memory, another nice memory for me. And hot dogs and chili—I love that, much better than 

hamburgers. But the biggest thing—the biggest traditions we still carry until now, that my father refused 

to break is the Thanksgiving Dinner. Because we stayed with them July August and they helped my 

parents to find a house and then my father found a job because we left the country all of the sudden. So 

we didn’t—my parents couldn’t take anything with them, like I said, when you’re under such chaotic 

situation, nobody knew which direction you should be going. I didn’t think anybody would want to leave 

the country for good or thought they would never get to come back to visit or to live there. I don’t know 

about the other families but our family we took just two outfits with us because my father say just take 

two outfits, two or three outfits with you, we probably we gone for few months and we’ll come back. 

We just want to get out of Saigon for maybe few months and then we’ll come back. So we didn’t—the 

bank was closed like weeks before the last day that Saigon fell into the Northern Vietnamese. So a lot of 

people left many things behind, even if you had money in the bank you couldn’t withdraw because the 

bank was closed. And probably the owners of the bank probably they were long gone before the last day 

of Saigon and that was April 30, 1975. 
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Coltrain: Have you been back to visit? 

Dinh: I have not. Now that Vietnam is all one country and a lot of visitors in and out, Americans, 

Japanese, Canadian—my parents, almost everyone in my family, have gone back more than once. My 

husband have gone back twice because the first time, the first year he went back was 1991. That was 

before his mother came to United States. And then the second time he went back was last year when he 

and his family took her ashes back to Vietnam but I have not been back. And I guess number one is 

because my immediate family is already here so I don’t have a very strong motivation to go back. Many 

other families like some of my friends, they here, maybe some of their siblings are here but maybe one 

or two siblings are still in Vietnam or their parents are still in Vietnam so they have a stronger 

motivation to go back but I told my kids that someday we will go back as a family. And then another 

reason is the hot weather! I remember in 1975 I was looking for blankets and furs to wrap my body, now 

I am so afraid of the heat. I don’t like the heat, to be honest with you summer is nice. I like summer 

because the day is longer but I don’t like the heat and the insects and the bugs, I don’t like that. That 

was another, second reason. 

Coltrain: Yes, mosquitoes are bad enough around here. 

Dinh: And it’s very bad over there because we have lots of humidity. 

Coltrain: Tell me about your husband. How did you meet? 

We met when he went to work in Raleigh. He graduated from UNC-Charlotte here. He got a job—his 

first job—and he stays until now with Duke Energy. So at that time when I was, I guess I was a senior at 

NC State and the company sent some of their employees to CP&L in Raleigh in Cary, actually, a little bit 

outside of Raleigh and we met and so we just started from there. 

Coltrain: He’s Vietnamese, as well? 

Dinh: He’s Vietnamese, as well, yes. And you know, we both have the same last name. So lucky for me, 

when I got married I didn’t have to go through the process of changing names. In fact, so many times I 

joke with him, I said, you know before you got married it only took one person to buy the house but 

now it takes two to sell the house, I don’t even have to be a legal wife to you and I can still spend your 

money and sign your check. 

26:34 

Coltrain: Now you mentioned changing the last name, is that tradition the same in Vietnam as it is in the 

West? 

Dinh: Yes, yes. Some of the common Vietnamese last names are Nguyen, N-G-U-Y-E-N, Tren, T-R-E-N, Li 

but a lot of Nguyen’s are like a lot of Johnsons, a lot of Smith, you know, compared to Americans. 

Coltrain: Tell me about your children. You said you had two, one was eighteen, one was… 
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Dinh: Two, yeah. My daughter is a senior in high school, she’ll be eighteen in two months. She graduate 

this coming spring. My son is in his last year in middle school so he’ll be in high school next year. They 

great children and I thank God for that. 

Coltrain: What are their names? 

Dinh: My daughter’s name is Anh Dinh—her first name is spelled, A-N-H, nickname is Lena. And my son’s 

first name is Phong, P-H-O-N-G and nickname is Dylan. Both my kids play piano. I started piano lesson 

with Lena when she was five. And she’s stayed with the same teacher until now. Her teacher now is 

eighty something years old, she’s still moving and kicking. Of course she’s getting slower because of her 

age. So we really hope that she’s going to graduate with her piano teacher just like she graduate from 

high school. I mean, twelve-thirteen years with the same teachers. And they love piano. And they also 

play other instruments for the band. And very often I took them to different community places like 

nursing homes so they can entertain the residents there. 

Coltrain: You mentioned their nicknames Lena and Dylan, how did they come about? How did you 

choose those nicknames? 

Dinh: Well, that is kind of a long story but to make it short, see when I had—before I had children, I 

always thought that maybe on their birth certificate—of course we have to keep their last name but I 

like for them to have American first names but my husband opposed that so we had some 

confrontations, some objections about that so we, you know, so I—I guess, okay, it’s not that important 

to carry on that argument so he said that if you like, you can choose a nickname for them, maybe their 

friends can call them, we can call them at home and then when they get older they choose to change, 

then they have to change. So we just kind of make peace. So he liked—my husband is a very traditional 

person. He likes to keep everything in Vietnamese on the paper and we—just like other countries, I 

don’t know if you’ve noticed but like with the Mexican people, their last name is like two miles long 

because they adding beside their maiden name, they adding the husband’s name and then the father’s 

last name as well. So you can never fit all the characters on the checks. So when we put names, when 

we chose names for their birth certificates, we used—we picked Ahn as the first name, and then her 

middle name is my first Vietnamese, my first Vietnamese  name—my first name but in Vietnamese and 

then that last name. And my reason to argue with my husband is because my Vietnamese name is Lilan 

and a lot of Americans mispronounce it, Lie-Lann, I mean they got it close. It’s not that hard to say my 

Vietnamese name but you know it’s still close. So I didn’t want to correct, or spend the rest of my life 

correcting people for mispronouncing my first name. So when we swore to get our citizenship, I decided 

to change to Janet. I kept Lily as my middle name because that was actually the name I used when I 

went to school in Vietnam because I went to French school so all the students have to have a French 

name and Lily was given to me by my grandfather. And so I went by Lily those thirteen years—I mean 

those years that I went to school in Vietnam. And so I didn’t want to lose that and so I kept it as my 

middle name. 

Coltrain: Now you mentioned French, do you speak any other languages besides Vietnamese, French or 

English? 
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[laughs] Well, I studied Spanish for two years in high school and I studied German for three weeks 

[laughs], that’s it! And you know, I guess I have all these years that I’ve worked in ESL, I had many 

opportunities to sharpen my French and my Spanish but I guess I wasn’t motivated enough. And I 

focused more on English because English is the target language I’m using in the classroom even though I 

can understand different things, you know, when they speak in Spanish. As far as French, we have 

students from Haiti, we have students from France, we have students from other French-speaking 

countries. They speak French to each other but I never really push myself to carry on a good 

conversation in French. And you know I guess I should but then, I don’t know why. It’s just that, I guess I 

love English.  

Coltrain: Languages play into so much—it’s what you do. At home do you speak Vietnamese 

predominantly at home? Or do you speak English at home? 

Dinh: I would say half and half. When my kids started to develop their speech, we used Vietnamese as 

much as we could until we put them in pre-school and that’s when Vietnamese kind of walk away. And 

of course you know with tv shows and tv programs, everything’s in English, Sesame Streets, Barneys, 

things like that. They’ll never have problems with English, it’s just that, I guess I never really had enough 

time and enough patience to emphasize, okay, you guys are eating dinner. We just speak strictly 

Vietnamese—I should have done that but I didn’t have time. With my work schedule now, it’s hard 

because I have dinner with my family maybe three times a week, which is the weekend because during 

the weekdays, I teach here at night. My mother used to do this—when we first, I would say when we 

lived with her, at dinnertime no speak English. And then the minute we left the table, we went upstairs 

and that’s when we showed English to each other. But she say at dinner table, no English. I just—I guess, 

you know, I’m lack of patience—a little bit of patience. However, now that my children started to pick 

up more Vietnamese because we do use at home. We use with friends. We watch Vietnamese movies, 

they pick up little words, sometimes they ask us. When my mother-in-law was still alive, if my kids spend 

a few hours with her then they come home, I can see right away that they pick up some Vietnamese. So 

I hope that when they mature enough or one day that they decide to look into our culture more, the 

Vietnamese culture more, because I think language is something that it has to come voluntarily. And you 

can push, you can push because it’s just like you training a puppy, you can push but if the person really 

wants to know something, they’ll learn. Like my younger brother and sisters, by the years that they got 

to high school, they started to hang around Vietnamese friends and they started to pickup more 

Vietnamese and then they listened to Vietnamese music, so children started to pick up and my son 

especially, he became more curious about certain words in Vietnamese, even though his translation is 

funny, you know, when you translate—when you do direct translation, it doesn’t make sense. But he 

started to show more interested so I’m hoping as he get older—and we still eating Vietnamese food. 

They are eating Vietnamese food now as I you know tell them, okay, besides the fried noodles and the 

noodle soup, you need to enjoy more Vietnamese dishes. You don’t have to like them but you got to be 

able to eat them because when you go to places that serve Vietnamese food only you have to eat, 

otherwise you be hungry. So I think they’re getting better as far as eating the food and learn more 

Vietnamese. And then they tolerate the Vietnamese music more when I turn on the DVDs or the stereo. 

Coltrain: Is it like pop music? When you say Vietnamese music, what is it? 
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Dinh: Our Vietnamese music—the tune of the Vietnamese songs, well we have pop songs, love songs 

and we have folk songs just like American music – you have country music. The tunes of the Vietnamese 

music is pretty much like country music but it has a mixture of country music and some Latin rhythms. 

Because the Latin rhythm, there’s rhumba, cha cha, tango, we have those, too. And in my country we do 

those kind of dances as well but we also have folk dances, which is like your special occasions like New 

Year’s, we don’t have Mardi Gras, like other, you know, like Louisiana and other countries but certain 

special holidays, festivals in my country and people put on the shows and group of dancers, they do 

those traditional dances. But as far as social dance, you go to the nightclubs, they play the songs in cha 

cha, rhumba, tango, slow—we don’t have foxtrot but they started to kind of copy international styles so 

the new composers now, they compose songs in piano and different instruments and they kind of copy 

the styles of the Latin rhythm. 

Coltrain: You mentioned your brothers and sisters. Are they still in NC? Or are they spread out across 

the country? 

Dinh: One’s still in North Carolina—my youngest sister. We all graduated from State. My degree from 

State was French Education. My other sister’s degree was Spanish Education—she taught Spanish for a 

number of years, now she’s just a housewife. My other sister graduated with a degree in biology and I 

think they moved to Kentucky because her husband is doing his residency in cardiology. And my 

youngest brother, he has his own business in Myrtle Beach. So still, they not living in the same town but 

not far enough that we can’t visit each other at least once a year. 

Coltrain: Now is there any particular time of year that you all get together? 

Dinh: Thanksgiving. We have more family reunion at Myrtle Beach because since my younger brother 

lives down there and then it’s during the summertime; I guess it’s easier for everybody to go to the 

beach. Number one, we got the beach to entertain the family, number two, we can see each other as 

well. But this year it’s been really tough for us, for my family, because Lena’s in high school and she’s 

working and so once your kids are older you pretty much have to go by their schedule. They don’t go by 

your schedule but you have to go by their schedule. So this year we really been busy because of them 

and my son is in boy scouts so he does a lot of camping trips. And that’s why we just don’t get a chance 

to go down to the beach that much. 

Coltrain: Is Lena NC State bound? Is that where she’s going to college? 

Dinh: Well, she’s applying for State, she did. In fact, she turned in her application last week but her first 

choice is the Tar Heels, UNC-Chapel Hill. 

Coltrain: Oh, arch rivals! 

Dinh: Yes. She’s going to apply for several schools in the Carolinas and maybe one out of state school.  

Coltrain: I bet you want her to stay in state so you can be closer to her. 
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Dinh: Yes. Number one is the money—tuition, in-state tuition. And I told her that if you like to go out of 

state, you can do that if you want. I mean after the undergraduate because then you be more mature, 

you be more independent, I mean, as for me, she is my first child, she is a girl, so if she stay like three 

four hours from home, I can still visit her the first year because—until my mind’s settled that she’s 

pretty much okay on her own, because she’s been living with us up until now. It’s hard to kind of 

disconnect her like she’s going to school in California. Even though she got offers from Florida and she 

got contacted from Michigan, Chicago, she doesn’t like the cold regions, though. She say mom I don’t 

want to go up there even though the schools up there are very good. She got offers, high potential with 

scholarship in different states but she didn’t want to go there. 

Coltrain: I want to talk a little bit about what you do now. You’re an ESL teacher here at CPCC—what do 

you value most about what you do here? 

Dinh: I love my job. I guess there’s a big difference because I came from public school and my students 

were teenagers so discipline problems was one of the things that teachers left their jobs. I didn’t leave 

my job because of that. Because I dealt with that and I guess when I was a French teacher, the kind of 

students, the majority of the students that came to my class were pretty good students. I mean you 

always have—I mean you got different kinds of students but for foreign language class, I would say 

eighty percent of them were, you know, responsible, studious, serious students. The other twenty 

percent either it’s because they need an elective to graduate, their parents want them to take a foreign 

language, or they have nowhere else to go, so they had to go to my class. And usually those are the 

unmotivated ones that are unlikely—might cause a problem here and there. So compared to other 

academic teachers like English and Health, you get everybody in the same school, I had more numbers 

of good students. But still I had to deal with discipline problems because I was teaching teenagers. 

When I got a job, my first job with CPCC, I worked in the foreign language lab in Van Avery building with 

Donna Apgar – she’s a great person. And then about a year and a half later I got a job with ESL and 

stayed with them until now. I love teaching adults because you feel like you make a small difference for 

people who really need your help. And of course you can say if they come to class, they more serious, 

and it’s not easy for them because of the age. My students’ age range from nineteen to sixty-five. I have, 

as of now, I have a gentleman who’s sixty-two and he’s a grandfather. I have a grandmother who is 

sixty-two and she’s so studious. Every day she stick to the Rosetta Stone and repeat and last night she 

surprised the whole class when I asked her to read a paragraph, a small paragraph from the book and 

even her daughter was sitting in the back of the room was so surprised—‘Was that my mother?’ With 

beautiful pronunciation. 

Coltrain: Where’s she from? 

43:29 

Dinh: Peru. So the question is I feel very rewarded when I see I make a small difference in people’s life 

and a lot of students even refuse to graduate from my class—you know I use the word, “graduate” in a 

sarcastic way because for ESL we have the lab, the regular class, for different levels. And the lab is open 

for everybody. I mean when the student enroll in the regular class, they can still use the lab but they 
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have to do registration because it’s a different section. And they stick with the lab for 2-3 years, they not 

going anywhere and I told them that you need to go, you need to move on because different teachers 

will give you different pieces of information and you learn things from different books, different 

strategies, everything—we all have favorite teachers, just like teachers have their pets. And then since 

I’m in college I don’t look at pets anymore—in public school, yes, you have a tendency to favor your best 

students more, the ones that give you no problem at all. In public school, I could have a straight A 

student but he could be an ADD student so he could be a very talkative person that he likes to get 

attention from other people—so in college, I don’t have that problem. People come to learn – they 

serious, some are more outspoken than others because as a foreign student, you feel like this is what I 

feel when I see what’s inside of my students, I feel like they here to learn, they not allowed to do other 

things. But I encourage them, say, “Ask questions – used the facilities, what we have here.” I used to 

take small groups to the library and let the librarian introduce what’s in here but I know many of them 

don’t come here because they felt like, I don’t, I just come to school, go to the lab and then go home 

because with their culture, in their country, they very limited to things and that will fall into the package 

of freedom. But I told them, you are a part of CPCC, CPCC students, whenever we have activities, free 

food, free drinks, games outside, you entitled to participate and you don’t have to have class on that day 

to come to participate. That’s what I’ve been telling them. 

Coltrain: That’s fascinating, would’ve never even thought about that. Does the fact that you’re telling 

them to get more involved work? 

Dinh: Yes, yes yes. This is when, right now, I think since we have more ESL classes at the Cato Campus, I 

would say three years back there was only the lab so my lab is packed – I have lines of students waiting 

outside for hours. Some people get angry, they went home, some people got impatient, they just quit 

coming. Now that we got three classes in the morning, three classes in the evening for different levels, 

that release a lot of crowds from—a lot of commotion from my lab, too, although I ended up with 254 

students for this semester and we close registration 2 weeks ago but they still coming. But we told them 

to come back in January 2010. We have festivals in the fall, we have festivals in the spring. When the 

student government sponsor the fundraisings, I got them to involve like, we came second place this fall 

when David was doing the school supplies drive. So between my morning group and my evening group, 

we came second, so we got free breakfast! At first the student government say they only give one prize 

to the first place, I told them, look, out of a hundred or so students, I asked them to donate. And you 

know with a lot of students who are unemployed, it’s because they don’t have the proper paper. They 

don’t have Social Security or W-7 to go to work, but if they can spare like a notebook or a pack of pencil, 

that counts for something so I think we deserve second place, we come in second place. And he thought 

about it and he brought in four trays of muffins and croissants and sweets for both groups, we had 

plenty of food. Three years ago, when I volunteered to be the captain for Skyline, I sold food during 

lunchtime, I sold Vietnamese food during lunchtime… 

Coltrain: Stuff that you cooked? 

Dinh: Yes. Of course with the help of my students, we make a lot of money and we ask for donation, too. 

So we raised—that year I raised like a 133% because with the Skyline, it based on, the percentage is 
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based on the number of full-time employees, not part-time but I would say that the majority of money 

came from the ESL group. And I campaigned when I went to other ESL classes to campaign for money for 

donation, we sold fortune cookies, we food during lunchtime. So they participated but you have to be 

the leader because if you tell them, go here, go there, they won’t go but if you tell them, follow me, they 

will follow you, in fact they will do it strongly. 

Coltrain: What are some of the biggest challenges you face here at CPCC? I know language is probably 

one. 

Dinh: Still, it’s the languages because the most challenging thing for my job right now is because I’m 

teaching multi-level, which I could say is not easy. And then the second thing is the population in my 

classes is so high for one instructor, I’m the only instructor in the lab. And then I work with two lab 

facilitators, is the communication between us because my lab facilitators are not there every day. So 

emailing is one way to communicate but in emails you cannot say everything because there are certain 

issues that you have to be in class to know okay, this problem comes from this particular student so we 

missing test scores or we missing proper documents from certain students so for my job, having to 

accommodate students from different levels, that’s the biggest challenge. And I have been doing the 

best I can and of course you can never make everybody happy because when you have a multi-level 

class and when students come and go, I mean some students come and stay for two hours and some 

students stay for six hours, some just come once a week. It’s hard to get one hundred percent retention 

but we’ve been doing pretty good so far. And I communicate with my students through email, too, if 

they use technology at home. If not, because some students don’t have computers, or if they have 

computer they don’t know how to use the internet, I normally ask the lab facilitator and we usually have 

bilingual lab facilitators working in ESL labs from different campuses as well. To make one phone call, I 

mean we don’t call all the time but we make one phone call to let them know what we expect. 

Coltrain: You have been here for thirteen years? 

Dinh: Correct. 

Coltrain: Tell me some of your impression of the international community here at CPCC—now and how 

that’s changed over the thirteen years. 

Dinh: The international community at CPCC is growing 51:52 every day, in fact I was surprised to read on 

The Communicator about maybe last year that CPCC enrolled international students from more than 

one hundred fifty countries. That’s a lot! That’s a lot. I looked at the map, at the globe, I say, “does it 

look like we have 300 countries around the world?” CPCC has students that came from like one hundred 

fifty seven or one hundred sixty two; I’m not sure but that number is close. And of course the majority 

was still from the Latin countries – people from Mexico, from Central America, from South America and 

then the second largest population is Asia, people from India, Vietnam, Korea, Japan, others from 

Eastern Europe, Western Europe. We have quite a few people from Ukraine who moved into the area. 

And also from Somalia, as well, and it’s growing. And I guess it’s because CPCC is the only community 

college in Charlotte and Charlotte is the biggest city in North Carolina. The college draws a lot of 

international people to our school and that’s great. 
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Coltrain: Tell me what that’s like – the experience of being in a classroom where you have students from 

China, Ukraine, Vietnam… 

Dinh: It’s amazing. You learn new things every day. Well, let me go back to the community, because the 

question that you asked was that how did CPCC become so famous to international students and it has 

been growing for the past thirteen years, number one the city and state have been getting more 

international students or immigrants from other countries and then the ESL program—especially with 

the ESL program because the program is free, operated under the government’s funds—a lot of people 

came to study ESL and then maybe twenty five or thirty percent of those who finish or tested out of ESL 

after maybe one-two semesters with ESL, they looked into their future career. So they say, ‘CPCC will be 

a good place for me to start.’ That’s how—that’s another way that the school is growing. I encourage 

them to get into some vocational careers like real estate, mechanics—auto mechanics or nursing and we 

offer those here. So many of them looked into that, so that also helped the school revenues—generate 

the revenues, right? So many of them, ‘I’m not sure I can get a degree—an associate degree with CPCC 

but I’m going to try to take a few classes, like cooking classes or flower arrangement classes and also in 

our department we offer some technical classes for ESL students to prepare them to go into those 

technical careers like something related to computers. We used to offer a nursing class but I think they 

discontinued that. And then as far as community activities, there is Latin festival in Charlotte and I think 

recently the past few years, CPCC or ESL Department, we set up booths in those places and that’s kind 

of—and then they pass out flyers—that’s another thing you kind of introduce your school, your college 

to people out there who’ve never had a chance to visit the college or look into what CPCC can offer. 

Dinh: And then I told my students, if you have plans to continue your education, get a good career, you 

can start with CPCC because we offer many different majors here. And the tuition is cheaper and the 

credits are transferable to many other colleges so now that economy is bad, say you want to go to 

school and you cannot afford to go to university you know, Charlotte or Queens University because 

that’s like a private school, you can start at CPCC and we offer many many majors here and you can do 

part-time or full-time. We also have classes on Saturday and class on Sunday and I think that’s another 

thing, the college got more people coming, the reputation is starting to expand toward the community 

in Charlotte. 

Coltrain: Do you feel like people’s impressions of CPCC are favorable? 

Dinh: Oh sure, sure, yes, yes. I’m not talking about international students but North Carolina residents, 

some of them were great students, excellent students graduated from high school but they decided to 

go to CPCC because the tuition here is cheaper and the quality of education here is as good as in other 

colleges and the credits are transferable. In other cases, their parents are employees of CPCC, so they 

save a lot of money. I’ve met a lot of students who graduated from high school with 4.0, 3.8 and they 

say I will go to CPCC the first two years and I say great! Because if your parents can get you like fifty 

percent discount, plus you get good grades, plus you have quality education, why not save money and 

go to school here. Then you can transfer your credits from here to wherever you want to go. 

Coltrain: What are some of the benefits to you and to CPCC of having such a large, diverse population? 
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Dinh: We got a lot of excellent professors here, excellent instructors—the staff is friendly, very helpful 

to students. I guess the system in community college—CPCC—makes it very easy for students, I mean 

for students of all ages to come. And a lot of people, before they decide, ‘where do I want to go to 

school? where do I get my degree?’ they shopping around, so when they come to our school or when 

they approach our registration office, if the staff are helpful and friendly, and the counselors and the 

advisors sit down and talk with them about different options, that really helps the students to make a 

stronger decision, ‘ok, this is where I want to start and maybe this is where I want to finish, too,’ so 

that’s what I feel. And honestly, like I said, to answer your previous question, we offer a lot of majors 

here—anywhere from vocational to professional. I mean with the ESL we have, we always have students 

waiting in line and many of our ESL students, after they’ve tested out of ESL, they either enroll in GED, if 

they didn’t feel like they need the GED, they take the placement test and enroll in academic programs. 

So I would say that the college have strongly impacted the community in the past, especially being here 

for thirteen years, I’ve seen it. I’ve seen it growing, I’ve seen the reputation, the school is getting better 

and better reputation every year. 

Coltrain: What is your most memorable experience from your thirteen years at CPCC, whether it be a 

funny story or something else? 

Dinh: Yes, something funny silly because you only been here more than a year—remember in the 

beginning I asked you if you were here when Jimmy’s restaurant was across because now in front to the 

campus there’s this new building, Halton Theater. Well Halton Theater is brand new. Used to be a small 

shop—street mall right there. And Jimmy’s restaurant—I think the owner of that restaurant pretty much 

owned the land there. So I started out teaching night class and our class always ended at nine o’clock 

and when I came there it was a around before six, so they used to be the restaurant and a camera shop 

and I think it’s computer shop, they were fixing computers. This must be at least six-seven years ago and 

I talked to one of the guy who worked in the camera shop, say, ‘you close at six o’clock,’ can I park in 

front of your because the Central High building, used to be called Garinger Building and I had desks in 

the basement there. So I thought it would be short for me to criss cross the street rather than walking 

into through the parking garage. 

Dinh: So, the guy has agreed because each shop there only has two parking spaces and they close at 

nine. They closed at six and I get there at 5:50-5:55 but you know, still have enough time to cross the 

street and go to my class. So one day, one of my students say, Miss Janet, I say somebody put something 

on your tire. I say what? I think they put like a chain or something, I say seriously! So I drop my book and 

I ran across the street and yep, they chained my tire. And the people who called whoever to chain my 

tire were from Jimmy’s restaurant because they didn’t want the students to park there. So I went to the 

restaurant and I told them that I got permission from the person who owns the camera shop that I could 

park here and he say it’s okay. And they apologize, they took the chain off, otherwise I’d have to pay a 

hundred and twenty dollars. So after that time every day I came in, I wrote a sign I put on my 

windshield, CPCC Instructor, Got Permission—I forgot that guy’s name—I put it on my window so they 

don’t chain my tire because I—the next day I talked to the owner of the camera shop, would you please 

tell Jimmy’s Restaurant that you gave me permission to park here. And they chained a lot of cars on 

Saturday, too, because even though those shops were closed on Saturday—but many people, they 
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didn’t want to part in the parking garage and of course for students, it costs money, for instructors, it 

maybe a longer walk but for me it was in the evening, I didn’t want to walk through and down the aisle 

and then go all the way up to maybe third floor in the parking garage and that was one maybe 

memorable, funny memory. I mean there’s many more but that is something I can never forget. 

Dinh Interview, Part 2 

Coltrain: Alright, talk about Thanksgiving. 

Dinh: Okay, as I told you earlier that the first year—when we first landed in Raleigh, we stayed with the 

Gibsons for about two months and then the pastor helped my parents find a house—we moved out. But 

the first Thanksgiving we spent with the Gibsons. And she taught my mother how to cook Thanksgiving, 

the whole nine yards. You know like stuffings and side dishes. After that year we live in our family’s—so 

as I remember, because it’s been so long, I think the first couple years at our house, my father asked my 

mother, he wanted my mother to invite some family members from the church, you know, we were 

close to a few, maybe the Gibson’s was one, to come to our house to eat Thanksgiving with us. He didn’t 

want to go to their house, he wanted them to come to our house. And until now our traditional 

Thanksgiving meals have to happen in my family. It doesn’t if we eat at mom’s house or my sister’s 

house because my sister lives in Raleigh, as well. There was one year during Thanksgiving that my 

mom—my mother and my brother was in Vietnam visiting my other grandmother so I invited—I told 

dad and my mother sisters since mom’s not here, come down to Charlotte but I’m not cooking turkey 

because turkey’s too big to cook! I only have one refrigerator but I cooked—I made something much 

harder than turkey—stuffed chicken legs. It’s hard. I debone each and every chicken leg—you have any 

idea how much it took? And then I have to mix the fillings and the stuffing and put in there and sew it up 

and then bake it—and later on he didn’t like it. Okay, that was one year. So he say, okay, the following 

year, ‘we got to have Thanksgiving.’ So last year, we have Thanksgiving at my sister’s house. She cooked 

turkey the way, I mean, she found a different recipe. We still have corns, yams, got to have cranberry 

sauce, jello, I mean everything the whole nine yards but it wasn’t his taste. So this year as of last night, 

my mom called and say, ‘this year we’re going to eat at my house.’ Because he likes the way she cooks. 

More Americanized even though she marinated—she adding more spice—but he likes, he didn’t like—

you know, he’s 77 years old, it’s hard to change him. And what he got 34 years ago with the Gibsons is 

pretty much what’s kind of tattooed to his memory. It wouldn’t be a Thanksgiving without corn, rolls, 

yams, cranberry sauce and pumpkin pies and pecan pies because he’s a very Southern person.  

Dinh: One time we took them on a cruise and you know, on the cruise they serve very fancy food. 

Different menus every day, international menus. And so one day they handed us the menu with crème 

broulet and flan, Italian dessert, tiramisu, and he said—he look at me, say, ‘I don’t see any pecan pie 

here’ and we were cracking up! [laughs] I said you got to go back to North Carolina to get that meal 

because we are in the Bahamas on the cruise in the Bahamas here. So in my family one thing that will 

not change as long as dad’s still alive is the Thanksgiving dinner. 

Coltrain: And that’s something that started when you came to the states? That’s not something you 

celebrated before? 
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Dinh: No. See Thanksgiving is national holidays in USA. In my country we had Mother’s Day but I don’ t—

I think it’s a different day. As far as Mother’s Day or Father’s Day, I think every country celebrate it. I 

think the celebrate that day maybe on a different day, different month. We don’t have Halloween 

because Halloween is for the American children here is more like a fun day but of course there is a 

history of Halloween but in my country because a lot of people are Buddhism. We have some Catholics. I 

don’t recall we have Muslims. There were a few Hindu because those people migrated from India to 

Vietnam. But if you go to Asian countries, majority you see a lot of Buddhist people so we have a day 

similar to Mother’s Day that people go to the graveyards to visit the loved ones and they put flowers 

there or fruits. And then they wear like a red flower or a white flower so the red one is for those who 

still have a mother and the white one for those who already lost a mother. 

Coltrain: Do they wear it on opposing sides…? 

Dinh: I don’t know. I really don’t know. And then the ghost—a day that they not celebrate but a day that 

they kind of remember the ghost spirits, those people who died without family members who pray for 

them. And so they kind of, for the Buddhist people, we bought fruit or food and we kind of throw it out 

on the streets and we pour wine or water just like for the ghost spirit to enjoy but we don’t have 

Halloween that children put on their masks and go around and ask for candies. The national holidays we 

have—Memorial Day, we have Labor Day, of course Christmas is universal, New Year’s is universal. 

Chinese New Year—Chinese, Vietnamese, Korean and Japanese New Year are the same day which is like 

we have to follow the lunar calendar. So every year is a different day but it will either be the end of 

January or somewhere the first two weeks of February. 

Coltrain: I want to get back to Thanksgiving real quick—we need to wrap up—but why did thanksgiving 

become such a central holiday to your family once they came to the states? 

Dinh: Well I guess after we understood the meaning of Thanksgiving and that was the first feast, you 

know, for my family after we came to United States, I don’t know. I really don’t know—never, really 

never asked my father why you love Thanksgiving so much and why Thanksgiving feast is so important 

to you. Is it the food? Or is it the meaning of the holidays? But I guess it’s both. He just happened to like 

the food and the he—mentally we should be thankful that got out of the country after such chaotic 

situation. We were so lucky that we got—we were sponsored by a very nice church with lots of 

generous family members. People helped us, compared to other families, some of them they left as a 

whole family but only half the family made it and the other half either got killed, got murdered, raped, 

whatever happened to them or lost, you know, lost contacts. But we count our blessings and I guess we 

never really say it to each other but we feel very blessed and very thankful that we are here and have 

today and so that’s the meaning of Thanksgiving! 

Coltrain: Are you still in touch with the Gibson Family? 

Dinh: Maybe my father because he’s still in Raleigh. The Gibsons got divorced. His oldest daughter is 

probably about my age. We lost touch but our pastor moved away even before I got married so we 

don’t know but the church is still there with new pastors, new members—the old members, half of 

them passed away already because when we first came here, many of those folks were like in the late 
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fifties, sixties, seventies, I would think that half of them are no longer here. So I lost touch with them but 

I think Mr. Gibson still living in Raleigh and he’s probably my mother’s age but I don’t know about her. 

She moved—the last I heard, after they got divorced, she moved back to Pennsylvania—that’s where 

she came from but we lost touch. 

 

 


