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The 2018 edition of Prairie Perspectives reported on a collabo-
ration between Dr. Aaron Kingsbury of Mayville State Univer-
sity in rural North Dakota (Figure 1) and  Hồng Thị Hà of Thái 
Nguyên University of Agriculture and Forestry (TUAF) in Thái 
Nguyên City in the north of Vietnam (Figure 2). Dr. Kingsbury 
had worked as a visiting scholar and taught an introductory ge-
ography course with Ms. Hà supporting as teaching assistant. In 
that first paper, they concluded with a promise to provide further 
updates as they expanded on their project. This report briefly 
summarizes that earlier paper and shares how these next phases 
were successfully concluded.

In 2017, the authors organized a multi-phase project which 
employed the tools of social media to encourage university stu-
dents to identify, expand, and then cross-culturally share their 
environmental and cultural place-ness. That is, we approached 
notions of reflexive photography from the perspective of inter-
national cross-cultural exchange, and sought to expand cultur-
al competence by allowing for reflection on images of social 
worlds selected specifically for sharing by the ‘other.’

Figure 1 
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 2 
Location of TUAF, Thái Nguyên City, Vietnam 
Cartography: Muto-Kingsbury Emiko, redrawn by W. Hiebert, 
made with Natural Earth

As part of a class project, Vietnamese university students 
captured over 1,000 images with GPS-enabled cell phones that 
best exemplified the social worlds they valued highest. They 
then incorporated their images into ESRI StoryMaps (i.e., a 
format that combines cartography, narrative texts, and multime-
dia content) to share the images and then present the myriad 
of stories they hold to fellow Vietnamese classmates. After this 
was finished, the students then collectively selected a subset of 
images for an exhibition at a university gallery in rural North 
Dakota to help challenge lingering, often incorrect, and occa-
sionally racist stigmas/stereotypes from the 1960s and 1970s 
about Vietnamese people still held by many Americans. Finally, 
external funding was awarded to host a public event in Mayville 
where the American community was able to communicate with 
live-streaming Vietnamese students. A survey was available at 
the gallery and public event to gather the thoughts and opinions 
of participants.

Overall, 65 members of the student body, community, fac-
ulty, and staff of Mayville completed the survey. This was an 
incredible number when considering the small size of the local 
community and campus. Indeed, Mayville has less than 2,000 
residents and only one traffic light. Interestingly, mirroring the 
vocalized opinions of those in attendance at the public event, 
over 95% of all surveys completed mentioned similarities be-
tween student culture in the USA and Vietnam. Most also ex-
pressed some element of surprise at this. American students in 
particular shared opinions of “Everything seemed so similar,” 
“I do the same things!”  “They are exactly like us!” and “A lot 
of things look surprisingly similar to what we do in the USA.” 
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 stu-
dents 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 the authors feel matched the goal of the project: 
“It is awesome to see how much I actually relate to them [i.e., 
the Vietnamese students] and the activities they do.” Overall, 
the project drew from a number of disciplines to show that de-
spite considerable geographic distance, university students share 
more proximate and universal loves, concerns, and aspirations. 
The authors were very pleased with how the gallery and public 
event were perceived in the US, and decided on reversing the 
project to bring images taken by rural American university stu-
dents to the north of Vietnam to spark reactions, conversations, 
and understanding.

Since that initial publication, the seven Vietnamese partici-
pants in the live-streaming event were asked by Dr. Kingsbury 
over coffee in Thái Nguyên City to reflect on their experiences 
speaking to a large and unknown audience. All expressed how 
fearful they were before participating, with the challenges of 
language and being culturally appropriate first on their minds. 
They also mentioned that an unintended consequence of the 
audience being in a slightly darkened room was that they felt 
less restricted to behave and speak to those of different ages 
and positions in society. Overall, the seven each mentioned an 
increased level of personal confidence from the experience in 
communicating publically in a foreign language and with in-
ternational audiences. Despite their initial apprehensions, they 
were happy to be able to communicate with those from a culture 
very different and geographically distant from their own.

During the spring semester of 2018, Dr. Kingsbury orga-
nized his students in North Dakota to capture images of their 
social worlds. The rules and procedures were the same, with 
the roles simply reversed. American students voted on which 
25 images they felt best reflected their identity. Over the sum-
mer of 2018, Dr. Kingsbury brought these images to the TUAF 
campus where they were exhibited. Local students, faculty, and 
staff were invited to view the images and complete a Vietnamese 
language survey of which 53 were completed. Like their coun-
terparts in the United States, the images that were scored highest 
by the Vietnamese related to cute pets, sports, and family. With 
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that said, the images that garnered the most responses related to 
winter. With snow notably absent in tropical Thái Nguyên City, 
Vietnamese students most appreciated images of snowfall, snow 
shoveling, and broomball (Figures 3 to 5). Many expressed sur-
prise that the ice would not break when walking on it. Indeed, 
most wrote something approximating how much they have al-
ways wanted to be able to see snow and ice in person.

Interestingly, unlike their American counterparts, most Viet-
namese were not terribly surprised by the cultural trends they 
saw in the images. Many even expressed how familiar they felt 
they were with the culture of the United States as they had seen 
so many movies and television shows from the country. Despite 
this, the Vietnamese students indicated they were excited to see 
the more personal aspects in the lives of actual American stu-
dents. They also mentioned surprise at both the lack of skyscrap-
ers and the feeling that the general atmosphere in rural North 
Dakota is “Not noisy, but very quiet.” This apparent lack of un-
derstanding about the state is not surprising, considering how 
little North Dakota contributes to and is represented by contem-
porary American popular culture. Perhaps most interesting of 
all, nearly every Vietnamese person who completed the survey 
mentioned the desire to visit, study, or stay for a short while in 
the Upper Great Plains. Most mentioned something approximat-
ing “I really want to see this culture first-hand” as well as an 

Figure 3 
Enjoying the falling snow 
Photography: MSU students

Figure 4 
The snow shovellers 
Photography: MSU students

Figure 5 
Broomball 
Photography: MSU students
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attributed rise in the motivation and confidence to travel to parts 
of the world foreign to them.

Overall, the authors feel this approach to bi-directional cul-
tural sharing was successful in a number of ways. While lan-
guages and beliefs may differ across cultures, some universals 
seem to remain. Globalization and the reach of global youth cul-
ture notwithstanding (and they are treated in more detail in the 
2018 publication), this project distilled some of these universals, 
and in doing so began the process of re-humanizing Vietnam-
ese living in the north of their country by sharing an immensely 
personal glimpse of its next generation of social, economic, cul-
tural, environmental, and political leaders. The sharing of social 
worlds however worked equally well in both directions. In par-
ticular, students and community members of both Vietnam and 
the US seemed to benefit most from views of another country 

and culture often ignored or misrepresented in the media and 
entertainment industry. The authors hope that by sharing these 
personal glimpses of our social worlds, the common universals 
across cultures will help to bridge remaining historical divides.
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