
Introduction 

 When I started introducing topics, such as prejudice, discrimination, racism, 

and sexism in my ESL reading and writing classes, I was focused on capturing on 

how they as immigrants to the US might have encountered discrimination and 

racism and coming up with ways to help them cope with such issues in a positive 

manner that may lead to a better understanding of their rights and 

responsibilities in society. With that in mind, I had created a two-week module 

that basically introduced such terms as “racism, sexism, prejudice” and 

“discrimination” to my students with the help of articles and short videos. In 

particular, the students enjoyed watching and learning from popular videos like 

“Where are you from?” and “How Micro-aggressions are like mosquito bites”. At 

the end of the two-week module, students were expected to produce a short 

paragraph or a short essay that would describe an experience they or someone 

close to them had with regard to discrimination or racism. Since this module was 

used in a number of different classes of varying levels of proficiency, some 

students were able to produce the traditional five paragraph essays while others 

could only manage short paragraphs. I truly thought these essays and paragraphs 

would reveal how my students – mostly new immigrants to the US – have been 

exposed to the ugly truth about discrimination and racism and would mark the 



beginning of a change in their attitude about such issues and would help them 

turn a negative experience into one that could inform them about their rights and 

responsibilities. I was both right and wrong. True, there were a good number of 

paragraphs that did describe in detail their own experiences or experiences of 

someone they knew as victims of discrimination, but there were also a number of 

paragraphs that dealt with discrimination practiced by the students’ families or 

even the countries where they came from. This “unintended consequence” of the 

project while totally unexpected was actually proof that the project had indeed 

worked since it showed that students were actually examining the issues under 

question quite deeply and were actually thinking critically about terms like 

discrimination, racism, and sexism. Since some of these students were only at the 

intermediate level in terms of English proficiency, I had had my doubts about their 

ability to understand such issues, but here they were writing of such issues from a 

perspective that I had not even thought of myself as an instructor. As you read 

their earnest, heart-felt writings, I hope that like me you will be pleasantly 

surprised by their views and ideas and will be able to look beyond their minor 

failings in grammar and choice of words to the deeper and more critical issues 

that they are trying to raise. Whatever you might think about their skills in English 

or the lack thereof, I truly believe that you will be touched by their courage, 



humility and willingness to learn and positively engage with the new culture in 

which they find themselves. Their courage and their humility give me hope that 

despite the toxic atmosphere in which we all live today, we may in the near future 

be able to overcome all the hatred and all the animosity that seem to be 

enveloping this nation and emerge as a model society in which diversity is not 

simply tolerated but embraced and celebrated as it should be.    

 

 

 

 



Commentary  

In the very first piece of writing, Ismael calmly relates his experience with a 

cashier who treated him with disrespect simply because he didn’t look “white”. 

His calmness belies the fact that such occurrences have become almost every day 

occurrences under this government. In the second piece, Binan recounts how she 

was mistreated at work by her co-workers who themselves were in the minority 

in the US. As we continue our struggle for inclusion and social justice, we must be 

mindful that the system in place is purposely set up in such a way as to pit 

minorities against minorities and that it is only by changing the system that we 

can all benefit. In the third piece, Mai talks about discrimination that takes place 

outside of the US. The story she describes is something that can still be seen 

today in many parts of Asia where racial profiling is the norm rather than the 

exception. Her story is a perfect foil to those in the US who like to point out that 

“they have it worse over there.” Mai is acknowledging that while discrimination 

exists everywhere, it is no excuse for us to tolerate it here or” there” wherever 

there might be. Contrast Mai’s piece to that of Kaur’s who vividly describes her 

husband’s treatment at a US airport for daring to wear a turban, and we will see 

that despite our claim to be a developed country, we still have quite a way to go 

where humanity and decency are concerned.  



I am most disturbed by Nanan’s story of her friend because it tells me 

clearly that we still have a lot of work to do even at my own college where well-

intentioned and well-meaning professors and staff do not always understand the 

plight of an immigrant especially one whose language skills are not quite up to 

par. The next piece by Huong continues the theme touched upon by Binan in her 

story of discrimination at work and again reminds us that until and unless we are 

able to dismantle the system and replace it with one that truly promotes social 

justice and equity for all, tensions among the different minority groups will 

remain high as they were intended to be by those favoring the status quo. Trang’s 

piece simply entitled “gender discrimination” is a sad but moving piece that 

illustrates how our ESL students are able to take a lesson on discrimination and 

turn it into a self-reflection. The piece by Phuong demonstrates once again how 

minorities can come into conflict with one another as they all compete to survive 

in a society clearly designed for the benefit of one race and one race only The last 

and final piece by Ei Phyu highlights the kind of micro-aggressions and micro-

invalidations that many of the immigrant students face every day  

The essays by Duong  Le, Phuongchi Pham, Kate Lim, Hoang Pham, and 

Khoa Vo all deal eloquently and passionately with various forms of discrimination 



and instead of looking backward look forward to what our society could be if we 

were to one day eradicate all instances of discrimination.   

For things to change, responsible people in our society need to follow the 

brave example of the students mentioned above and search deeply inside their 

souls and ask themselves the question – am I truly creating a society where 

everyone regardless of gender, race, sexual preference and social status are at 

least provided with an opportunity to overcome their problems and find success 

or am I intent on protecting the status quo that has allowed one race and one 

gender to dominate at the expense of other races and other genders. The answer 

to that question may well hold the key to the future of humans in general and to 

the future of the United States in particular. For those of us invested in student 

equity and student success, we can only hope to carry on the struggle no matter 

what the future may bring.   

 

 

 

 


