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This article summarizes a multi-phase project which employed the tools of social media to encourage university students to 
identify, expand, and then cross-culturally share their environmental and cultural place-ness. Students at a university in north-
ern Vietnam captured over 1000 images with GPS-enabled cell phones that best exemplified the social worlds they valued 
highest. Students then incorporated their images into self-styled ESRI StoryMaps to cartographically share the images and the 
myriad of stories they hold with their fellow classmates. Finally, a subset of images were selected by students for an exhibition 
at a university gallery on the Upper Great Plains of the United States to help challenge lingering, often incorrect, and occasion-
ally racist stigmas/stereotypes from the 1960s and 1970s about Vietnamese people still held by many Americans. The reactions 
of small town American university students, staff, and community to the photographs of their peers is discussed. Overall, this 
project drew from the natural sciences, social sciences, geospatial technologies, and humanities to show that despite consider-
able geographic distance, university students share more proximate and universal loves, concerns, and aspirations. 
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Key Messages

• University students in northern Vietnam took photographs of their cultural place-ness that thematically focused on their 
love of sports, family, friends, video games, and pets.

•  The photographs were framed and exhibited at a gallery on the campus of a rural university on the upper Great Plains of the 
United States to challenge lingering and/or inaccurate beliefs of contemporary Vietnam held by many Americans.

•  Despite geographic distance, this project showed that university students share more universal loves, concerns, and aspira-
tions.
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Introduction
 
Thái Nguyên University of Agriculture and Forestry (TUAF) is 
located in Thái Nguyên City about 80 km from Hanoi in the 
north of Vietnam (Figure 1). With over 12,000 students, TUAF 
provides a unique opportunity for undergraduates to complete 
a Bachelor of Science in Environmental Management in Eng-
lish through its Advanced Education Program. In the summer of 
2017, teaching assistant (Hồng Thị Hà) and visiting scholar Dr. 
Aaron Kingsbury worked together to teach an intensive course 
entitled The Earth: Linking Human and Physical Environments 
as part of this program. Fifty two undergraduate students took 
part. This article describes a project that helped students identify 
and then share their social worlds with their American peers to 
help bridge longstanding divides between the people of these 
two countries.

Methods

Phase 1: Identifying the social worlds of university students in 
northern Vietnam
Geographers centre intellectual inquiry on the concepts of space 
and place. Indeed, locations reflect patterns of culture that in-
clude temporal elements characteristic of historical change. This 
project adds additional dimensions to these conceptualizations 
by teasing out the negotiated aesthetics and cultural construc-
tions of landscapes with the aid of geospatial technologies.

Initially the project centred on providing students a solid 
foundation in the history of landscape studies. Drawing heavily 
from Sauer (1925), students first explored notions of a cultural 
landscape, or one that combines cultural and physical features. 
Landscapes were additionally shown to be not only a set of envi-
ronmental characteristics, but also, in example, imagined, con-
sumed, contested, constructed, fabricated, sanctified, or possibly 
even in existence as nothing more than notions only perceived 
through engaged attunement (For a review of the vast theoreti-
cal literature on the study of landscapes, see Wylie 2007). The 
semantics of concepts such as ‘natural’ and ‘nature’ were also 
debated both in terms of their actual existence as well as univer-
sal and culturally driven semantic constructions. Indeed, rather 
than perceiving the environment and culture as separate phe-
nomena, they can be intrinsically linked in our conceptualiza-
tion, definition, and interpretation of space and place. Students 
were encouraged to connect their views on their own position as 
university students in northern Vietnam with their physical envi-
ronment to build conceptual notions of their own social worlds.

As camera-enabled cell phone usage is fairly universal 
among university students in Vietnam, each student was then 
required to take and submit a total of at least 20 geo-referenced 
photographs. The assignment required that these images best il-
lustrate their personal understanding of their own social worlds. 
Students were asked not to modify the images they took, with 
the exception of four images where students were permitted to 
add designs to or use photo editors as they saw creatively fit. 
Selfies were encouraged. A total of over 1000 photographs were 

collected and uploaded to the course account on Flickr for stor-
age and retrieval.

Geographers also employ a complex array of tools and tech-
nologies with which to document, explore, and interpret Earth 
and its myriad of landscapes. Having students gain experience 
with these tools means they will be better prepared to use them 
in their own professions. Indeed, the primary motivation for 
capturing images with cell phones links directly to storytell-
ing. Students used the images to contextually analyze their own 
social worlds and tell the stories they see or do not see before 
them. Students incorporated their written texts with images and 
video to create ESRI ArcGIS StoryMaps (i.e., a format that com-
bines cartography, narrative texts, and multimedia content). A 
selection of these was presented in class, on campus in Vietnam, 
and a link to an example is included at the end of this article. The 
use of stories and photographic images as tools to explore lived 
experiences and how various cultural narratives shape those ex-
periences is common in a number of the social sciences (e.g., 

Figure 1 
Location of TUAF, Thái Nguyên City, Vietnam 
Cartography: Muto-Kingsbury Emiko, redrawn by W. HIebert, 
made with Natural Earth
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Diversi 1998; Prosser 1998; Cahyanto 2009). This article ap-
proaches notions of reflexive photography from the perspective 
of international cross-cultural exchange, and seeks to expand 
cultural competence by allowing for reflection on images of so-
cial worlds selected specifically for sharing by the ‘other.’

Phase 2: To rural America: Sharing the cultural landscapes of 
northern Vietnam
The second phase of this project was to use the social worlds 
identified and photographed by TUAF students to share with 
a rural community in the United States. Dr. Kingsbury was an 
assistant professor of geography at Mayville State University, 
located in small town North Dakota in the Upper Great Plains 
(Figure 2). The city of Mayville has less than 2000 residents and 
only one traffic light. It is located in a county which is expansive 
2235 km² in area, but has a population of only around 8000 resi-
dents. It provided an optimal setting to carry out the next phases 
of this project.

In this part of the United States, the study of contemporary 
Vietnam is rare. As a result, many Americans’ perception of and 
possibly even engagement with the country concluded with the 
end of the Vietnam conflict in the 1970s. This lack of a basic un-
derstanding of contemporary Vietnamese culture and society is 
apparent and occasionally mixes with apathy (Silverman 2016; 
Taylor 2016). This has been exasperated by continued themes 

in the American mainstream popular cinema with storylines 
occurring in war-era Vietnam, starring American protagonists, 
yet void of likeable or even realistic Vietnamese characters (Sil-
verman 2015). This has furthered the progression of negative 
stereotypes and left many rural Americans with apathetic (or 
worse), inaccurate, and hopelessly antiquated views of a coun-
try undergoing considerable economic development and social 
change (Taylor 2016). While former US President Obama’s visit 
to Vietnam in 2016 did help to begin to change stereotypes, these 
enduring images, accurate and otherwise, linger in the American 
imagination (Gillespie 2000; Taylor 2016). As direct evidence of 
this, when Dr. Kingsbury explained to his students that he was 
going to work in northern Vietnam over the summer, students 
immediately inquired about the movie character Rambo and the 
possibility of being taken hostage. This is also particularly trou-
blesome considering most Vietnamese were not even born until 
well after the conclusion of the war.

In the digital age, cell phone images are quickly taken, 
shared, and consumed. University students are familiar with 
these forms of social discourse and interact seamlessly between 
apps, software, and other tools of communication. Such famil-
iarity with technology has become de rigueur for the youth of 
today. Indeed, as one student said, “If I did not post it (i.e., to 
social media), it did not happen.” Within this milieu, this project 
sought to understand how students define themselves through 

Figure 2 
Location of Mayville State University, Mayville, North Dakota 
Cartography: Muto-Kingsbury Emiko, redrawn by W. Hiebert, made with Natural Earth
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Figure 3 
Basketball 
Photography: TUAF students

Figure 4 
Me and my friend 
Photography: TUAF students

Figure 5 
Dinner out of class 
Photography: TUAF students

Figure 6 
My passion 
Photography: TUAF students

Figure 7 
Studying 
Photography: TUAF students
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their chosen images, what they understand to mean by their 
sense of place in time and space, and most importantly what 
images would they choose to more statically express their lives 
and dreams as college students in contemporary Vietnam. The 
answers to these questions are found in the photographs of stu-
dents, a selection of which are included as Figures 3 to 9.

As was expected, submissions varied in quality and content. 
Common themes that emerged centred on the use of technology 
(including a love of video games), the ritual importance of col-
lective meals and group sporting activities, an interest in travel, 
a strong bond with pets, and the significance of spending time 
with family and friends. TUAF students then further selected 
a subset of 55 images they felt best rep-
resented their social worlds as university 
students in northern Vietnam for exhi-
bition in a gallery in the United States. 
Vietnamese students also captioned their 
images.

Phase 3: The reactions of small town 
American university students to the 
Vietnamese images
Images were framed and exhibited in 
multiple high traffic locations around the 
Mayville State Campus. While one main 
room served as the gallery headquarters, 
American students were provided with 
maps to the various numbered images 
on campus. This meant that images were 
also visible to those not seeking a specific 
gallery related experience. The diffused 
nature of the exhibition is illustrated in 
Figure 10. In the gallery headquarters an 
explanation of the project, a map of Viet-
nam, and a set of questionnaires were lo-
cated. The survey questionnaire asked the 
American students about their favourite 

image, what they found most surprising, and thoughts on Viet-
namese culture before and after viewing the gallery. The exhi-
bition was advertised on campus radio and monitors, in e-mail 
blasts, in a column in the local newspaper, and on the websites of 
both the university and the North Dakota Humanities Council.

A public event was also held on campus for students, faculty, 
staff, and the community. Nine students from the Advanced Ed-
ucation Program at TUAF were available via streaming internet 
to ask and answer questions (Figure 11). This event drew people 
from Mayville and nearby communities in North Dakota who 
averaged over 60 years of age. Typical comments from the audi-
ence following the event expressed surprise about how similar 

Figure 8 
My poor dog 
Photography: TUAF students

Figure 9 
Friendship is forever 
Photography: TUAF students

Figure 10 
Image locations at Mayville State University Campus 
Cartography: Muto-Kingsbury Emiko, redrawn by Weldon Hiebert
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both student cultures were. As one respondent over 70 years of 
age noted “They are like Americans!” While the American-cen-
tric nature of the answer is slightly off-putting on the surface, 
the comment does speak to a newer depth of understanding of 
contemporary Vietnam. The realization that the social worlds of 
university students globally is often more similar than different 
meets one of the goals of this project.

Overall, 65 members of the student body, community, facul-
ty, and staff completed the gallery survey. This was an incredible 
number when considering the size of the local community and 
campus. Interestingly, mirroring the opinions of those in atten-
dance at the public program, over 95% of all surveys completed 
mentioned similarities between student culture in the USA and 
Vietnam. Most also expressed some element of surprise at this. 
American students in particular shared opinions of “Everything 
seemed so similar,” “A lot of things look surprisingly similar 
to what we do in the USA,” “I do the same things!” and “They 
are exactly like us!” Other American students were impressed 
with how modern and wealthy Vietnam looked in contrast to 
what they had imagined. The most popular images related to 
pets, with American students selecting images of cats and dogs 
as their favourites as they claimed to relate to them directly or 
appreciated how much the Vietnamese students also loved their 
pets. One American student expressed a thought shared in the 
comments of many others, which we feel also matches our goal 
for this project: “It is awesome to see how much I actually relate 
to them (i.e., the Vietnamese students) and the activities they 
do.”

Reflective critique

The ultimate goal of this project was to begin to challenge the 
perceptions of northern Vietnamese people held by members of 
a very conservative and rural American community. Overall, we 
feel this goal has been achieved. With that said, we offer the 

following critiques of our methods and the process. First, the au-
thors recognize that the content and nature of our project meant 
that those Americans who participated in the public program 
and/or completed the questionnaires were more likely to be col-
lege educated (or be in the process of becoming college educat-
ed). It can also be said that attendance at our events signified an 
interest in learning about Vietnam or at least more willingness 
to engage with something new. It must be assumed that some 
members of the community dismissed this project simply on the 
basis of subject matter. With that said, we hope our efforts have 
at least brought Vietnam back into conversation and debate.

Next, the authors were careful to respect the opinions of 
locally-based American veterans of the Vietnam War. We even 
considered hosting a public program including both Vietnamese 
students and American veterans. However, after discussion with 
local members of that community, it was decided against collec-
tive participation. As one American veteran mentioned, “These 
images are from northern Vietnam, but they could be anywhere. 
It is amazing, but this is not about the war.” The authors are 
happy that a number of veterans did participate in the public 
program and viewed the campus exhibition. Comments were 
overwhelmingly positive.

Without adding too many layers of complexity, the authors 
also note that there are some limitations on acceptable political 
and religious expression in contemporary Vietnam. While we 
wish to make no assumptions or comments on if or how this 
affected the selection of images by Vietnamese students, we do 
recognize this as a potential critique. We also established ground 
rules for the public event, forbidding questions on contemporary 
politics for either country.

The authors also recognize that regardless of nationality or 
culture, university students tend to live a somewhat similar ex-
istence globally. Without many of the pressures faced by those 
outside the university environment, students’ lives become more 
centred on surviving on low budgets, attending classes, pass-
ing examinations, and negotiating their development as young 
adults. Vietnam and its people share a diversity of cultures far 
beyond university student life, and we recognize that images 
selected from this diversity may uncover an array of different 
social worlds.

With that noted, we feel the similarities between American 
and Vietnamese student cultures was the most pronounced and 
meaningful message of the series of events. These shared so-
cial worlds were also something that surprised both American 
students and members of our community. In turn, this helped to 
humanize the people of contemporary northern Vietnam in rural 
America.

Conclusions

This article shared the experiences of a visiting scholar and 
teaching assistant in using the tools of social media to identify 
and share the diverse social worlds of university students at Thái 
Nguyên University of Agriculture and Forestry. This was a sim-
ple and inexpensive idea, but one that proved to ultimately have 

Figure 11 
TUAF students answering questions from audience in Mayville, 
North Dakota 
Photography: Beth Swenson
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a meaningful impact for rural American students and a com-
munity in the Upper Great Plains. As a series of assignments, 
northern Vietnamese students photographed things important to 
them in their daily lives. These students then selected a subset 
of images for framing and exhibiting at the university campus 
of Mayville State University in Mayville, North Dakota. Im-
ages selected expressed values and interests easily relatable to 
Americans in the rural Upper Midwest, which surprised most. 
This article posits that while languages and beliefs may differ 
across cultures, some universals remain. Overall then, this proj-
ect distilled some of these universals, and in doing so began the 
process of re-humanizing Vietnamese living in the north of their 
country by sharing an immensely personal glimpse of its next 
generation of social, economic, cultural, environmental, and 
political leaders. The project is now being reversed to explore 
what view contemporary society in northern Vietnam holds of 
young Americans. The cell phone images of rural American stu-
dents are currently on exhibit in northern Vietnam throughout 
the summer of 2018. We hope to report on this new phase of the 
project in the 2019 issue of Prairie Perspectives.
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ESRI ArcGIS StoryMap

An example of an ESRI ArcGIS StoryMap created by a TUAF 
student, in this case Luyến Nguyễn Kim, can be found at the 
following link:
https://mayvillestate.maps.arcgis.com/apps/MapTour/index.htm
l?appid=3f4f7fe9fe834ef5895a8de46fc8d870.
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