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First Generation: A Hope of Returning to the Homeland

The State of California has records of an existence of an incorpo-
rated Union of Vietnamese Student Associations of Northern Cali-
fornia (UVSA) which formed around 1985 and lasted until 1995.
The primary activities of this generation included the production
of cabarets as well as participating in political events in order to
censure the Communist Party of Vietnam (CPV) who took control
of the whole of Vietnam after the end of the war. These student
activists believed that this arrangement was temporary and that
they would one day be able to return to Vietnam without fear of
being persecuted by the CPV. Over time, however, these political
activities waned.

1.5 Generation: Displaced Leaders of a Paradigm Shift

Following the yrst International Vietnamese Youth Conference

in 1999, Northern California saw the creation of Light Up Our
Faith Vietnamese Youth Network of Northern California (MLNT).
Although there is no evidence to suggest that MLNT formed

as a result of the international conference, another factor that
prompted its creation was the Hi-Tek Video Incident, where in
February 1999, a Vietnamese American named Truong Van Tran
hung a photograph of Ho Chi Minh and a communist Vietnamese
pag in his Hi-Tek Video store in the middle of Little Saigon in Or-
ange County, California. Mr. Tranis actions provoked dramatic and
unprecedented demonstrations among Vietnamese Americans of
all generations that reverberated in Orange County and through-
out the other Vietnamese American communities across the North
American continent. The demonstration in San Jose, California
was organized by MLNT in April 1999.

Out of that demonstration, an independent civic organization also
formed, known as the Viethamese American Youth for the Future
(VAYF), lasting from 1999 to 2001. Comprised of mainly high
school students, VAYF members sought to empower their young
leaders in getting involved in the community. While there is insuf-
ycient documentation regarding the activities of the VSAs around
this time, the Piedmont Hills High School Vietnamese Student
Body Association (VSBA) perhaps exempliyed what many VSAs
did: a focus on producing cabarets and the fundraising activities
surrounding it. Perhaps the politically-charged activities of the
yrst generation overlooked the socialization process of the next
generation; the second generation were seeking ways to preserve
their Vietnamese identity, and so their primary activities would be
the production of these cabarets. This paradigm shift, however,
alienated students who did not have an interest solely in singing
and dancing.

Eventually MLNT collapsed within a few months of its founding. In
fall of 1999, two VSA coalitions formed: Bay Area Vietnamese Stu-
dent Association (BAVSA) and Vietnamese Student Associations
Link (VSAL). BAVSA was founded by Tien Vo from Fremont High
School in Oakland, California, and the coalition consists of high
school VSAs from the East Bay (San Francisco Bay Area). VSAL
was a coalition of collegiate VSAs throughout Northern California,
and saw many productive years with collaborative activities with
its member schools. An unprecedented statewide collegiate VSA
leadership camp was held jointly between VSAL and UVSA South-
ern California in August 2002. But while BAVSA continues to exist,
VSAL had its last event in late 2003, and no new ofycers were
elected for 2004, bringing an end to the coalition after yve years.



2002

2003

2004

2005
JAN

VSAL

VSAU
(SAC)

BAVSA

VACFIC

UvSsO

BAVSA
(COLLEGE)

UVSA
(2ND GEN.)

YOUTH

COMMITTEE

FOR FREEDOM
& DEMOCRACY

IN VIETNAM

VAPRI

VAC

Second Generation: Reconnecting Cultural Identity &
Community Service

In fall of 2002, community activists (most of which were delegates
of the yrst International Vietnamese Youth Conference) brought
together 25 high school VSAs (essentially including BAVSA)
around the San Francisco Bay Area, and helped form the United
Vietnamese Student Organization (UVSO). One of the activists, Le
Xuan Cao, actually helped organize the Vietnamese American High
School Alliance (VAHSA) in Orange County, California a year ear-
lier. Michelle Phuong Tu became its yrst interim president. Tu led a
delegation to the third International Vietnamese Youth Conference
in San Diego. In January 2004, the executive board restructured
UVSO and ratiyed a new constitution, changing their name to
United Vietnamese Student Associations of Northern California
(UVSA), not to be confused with the 1980s organization with the
same acronym and geographic focus, at least from a legal stand-
point. The mission of UVSA was “Committed to cultural aware-
ness, educating youths, and community service.” Additionally, the
new UVSA allowed for membership with both high school and col-
legiate VSAs after they learned of the demise of VSAL. Although
its scope is all of Northern California, for the yrst few years, most
of the members were high school VSAs within Santa Clara Val-

ley. Serious efforts to work with collegiate VSAs started to occur
towards the end of Tuis term, and going into the term of the
second interim president, Huy Ngoc Tran (2006), who was once

a member of VSAL. In Tranis administration, staff members felt
mixing high school and college VSAs was ineffective, and so UVSA
members pushed for a separate high school network in which
UVSA would play an advisory role. Thus UVSA was to become, like
its Southern California counterpart, a collegiate coalition.

In fall 2003, members of the California State University, Sacra-
mento VSA brought together VSAs within their area and formed
the Vietnamese Student Association Union of Sacramento (VSAU)
with Hai Nguyen as its yrst elected president. In fall of 2005, Be
Nguyen of San Joaquin Delta College VSA initiated a proposed
Vietnamese Student Association United of Stockon (VSAU), al-
though the organization does not yet have a charter. In February
2006, An Le of San Jose City College VSA initiated an alliance of 5
community college VSAs in Santa Clara Valley called the Vietham-
ese Student Union, although the alliance also does not yet have
a charter. Only VSAU has managed to hold interschool activities,
including hosting a student-run T"'t Festival for the Sacramento
community in February 2005. Both the VSAU Stockton and VSU
never formally organized.

In November 2003 at the Asian American Paciyc Islanders Issues
Conference, youths formed the Vietnamese American Caucus to
build Vietnamese representation within Asian Paciyc American
coalitions. In November 2004, under the direction of Duy Bao

Vo, students formed the Viethamese-American Policy Research
Institute (VAPRI). VAPRI focused on activities such as policy
research and community service activities. That was the appeal
for students who wanted to do other things besides cabarets in
their VSAs. The majority of the members were never involved in
the VSAs at their schools. The organization went inactive in April
2006 (by then named Viethamese American Public Resources
Institute) lacking leaders to carry on the mission after Vo stepped
down from the Executive Director position. The remaining few
members were absorbed into UVSA. For the same reason, in fall
2004, the Piedmont Hills High School Viethamese American Club
For Improving Communities (VACFIC) formed out of a need to do
community service which the VSA at that school lacked. VACFIC
lasted until the end of the school year.
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In July 2005, at the joint VIA-1 / NAVSA Conference, a Northern
California delegation consisting of members of UVSA Northern
California and San Jose State University VSA made a bid to have
the next conference in Northern California. The third uNAVSA
Conference, as it later became named, occurred in July 2006 at
San Jose State University, and is the yrst Vietnamese-American
student conference in Northern California. During the conference,
a regional caucus comprised of students from Northern California
discussed what they wanted to see youths do for Northern Califor-
nia, though the discussion did not produce any action items.
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Union of Vietnamese Student Associations of
Northern California (UVSA); 1985-1995

No documentation exists, and only one or two former ofycers of this organization were found, though did
not hold high ranking positions. All I can say is that a lack of documentation (and hence, history) hurts
future generations as they are condemned to repeating mistakes or lacking vision. The former ofycers live
spoken with say most leaders of their generation are no longer visible in the community, so even if there
was no documentation, a UVSA having no wisdom or support from alumni limits the effectiveness of suc-
ceeding leadership.

Light Up Our Faith Vietnamese-American Youth
Network of Northern California (MLNT); 1999

Light Up Our Faith Vietnamese-American Youth Network (MLNT) is a medium where young people world-
wide, particularly from Northern California can come together to share common interests. Because it is a
network and not an organization, MLNT lets its members retain their own identity and activities while al-
lowing them to support each other and work toward common goals. Itis goal is to connect with other youth
networks, groups and movements throughout the United States and overseas.

MLNT consists of an organizing committee of elected ofycers, an assembly comprised of individuals from
various youth organizations, and a support committee comprised of alumni, professionals, media, etc.

Aside from having a mailing list, MLNT organized the Black April Commemoration of 1999. Theyive partici-
pated in several rallies following the Truong Van Tran incident. Following that they attempted to open CPR
classes. In theory their activities should have consisted of: (1) To develop a framework for Vietnamese
youths in both Vietnamese culture and leadership skills, to help them understand more about Vietnam,

its people, and its culture, to create a sociable environment where they can foster a sense of pride in the
Vietnamese origin, to bring forth awareness and understanding on the values of Freedom, Democracy, and
Human Rights and the need for these values to the people in Vietnam, and to help youths reach their full
potential in leadership, public speaking, interpersonal, and organizing skills; (2) To serve the Viethamese
community overseas: to bolster the youths) interest in community service and to assist them in projects
constructive to society, particularly activities aiming toward empowering the youths; and (3) To campaign for
Freedom, Democracy, and Human Rights in Vietnam: to encourage everyone to partake in this noble goal
and worthwhile movement.

MLNT is a spawn of Len Duong Intil Viethamese Youth Network. MLNT focused on quite a few political ac-
tivities, but they never got off the ground, as it disappeared the following summer. The framework was cor-
rect, but there did not seem to be consensus or buy-in among the various youth groups that existed during
this time. | suspect that there was no summit or leadership gathering to provide a needed space for discus-
sion, much less supporting MLNT. It was quite possible that the leadership of MLNT werenit fully aware of
other organizations, and vice versa, and hence there could have been a problem with publicity. There is no
list of what organizations were involved in this network.

Vietnamese American Youth for the Future (VAYF); 1999—2001

Vietnamese American Youth for the Future is a student-run organization for youths to reach out and unite
organizations to promote cultural awareness, community involvement, and leadership roles in its members.
VAYF addresses the needs of families of the community in unique and interactive ways. Intuition and curios-
ity is the backbone of VAYF. While members have a strong respect for family and cultural values, many feel
an increasing curiosity for the Vietnamese culture. The presence of Vietnamese youth groups is primarily
limited to school clubs. While many schools provide a sufycient meeting place for Vietnamese students,
others lack the resources to provide such opportunities. VAYF addresses that need in providing a supportive
and safe environment for any interest students regardless of age and school. Furthermore, VAYF hopes to
break the barrier of school afyliation and to act as the median of unity for all Vietnamese students. In ad-
dition, VAYF will help provide projects and activities for students in a particular school or area if attendance
and transportation is a problem.

VAYFis structure seemed to be very grassroots, i.e. the membership was small enough that everyone had a
role in the decision-making process. Most of the membership were high school students.

The members met every other week as part of a fiYouth Leadership Projecto which aims to provide exposure
to cultural and civic speakers and other leadership development activities. They have also participated in
Black April Commemoration, the Human Race to raise money for ACWP, RFC Multicultural Festival, the Mid-
Autumn Festival, organized a College and Career Conference, and attended a Viethamese Empowerment
Conference.

From speaking with former VAYF members, it is known that they failed to recruit younger members as
time went on. So in 2001, most of the membership being high school seniors graduated, and the members
parted ways as they entered college.
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Vietnamese Student Association Link (VSAL); 1999—2004

VSAL is an organization that is dedicated in uniting colleges and universities in California. VSAL informs the
partner schools about future events planned by each individual VSA. Not only does this eliminate scheduling
conpicts, it also serves as a welcoming hand for all VSAs to attend each otheris events. They often cre-

ate joint projects collaborating many different VSAs. Some of the goals include (1) Create a common and
healthy environment for the Vietnamese-American student organizations in Northern California to meet and
work with each other and further advance their academic goals. (2) Help strengthen each student group by
exchanging experiences and opinions among the Vietnamese Students leadership community. (3) Endeavor
to focus on building a strong foundation for the Viethamese-American community at large in the long term
through joint activities.

The structure was comprised of 3 elected General Secretaries, and representatives from each school, though
it is not known how many reps each school can send. The membership consisted of the following schools:
University of California Berkeley, University of California Davis, Stanford University, Univeristy of San Fran-
cisco, San Jose State University, Santa Clara University, Cal Poly San Luis Obispo, University of Paciyc, De
Anza College, San Jose City College, Evergreen College, Mission College, and Ohlone College.

Some of the activities of VSAL included a joint VSAL and UVSA SoCal leadership camp, Mid-Autumn Festival,
participation in the Vietnamese Spring Festival and Parade, and various jointly-organized mixers and social
functions. The last activity was an inter-school VSA dance.

They seemed to be successful, but it is known that the General Secretaries were ofycers of their respec-
tive VSA at their own school, and so their priority, which should have been towards the Link, sometimes
was on their own VSA. Two former members remarked that in the ynal years of VSAL, the leadership were
drawn mostly from the larger schools like SJSU and UC Berkeley, and that the Link increasingly became an
advertising board for the VSAs. Perhaps the reason for eventual dissolution is that the General Secretaries
did not organize a leadership camp in 2003, and thus never providing the space for discussion among VSA
leadership. Also, membership into VSAL and its mailing list was limited exclusively to members of the afyli-
ated VSAs only. Thus if you attended a school that had no VSA, or were a high school student, you were not
allowed to be informed on their activities.

Vietnamese Student Association Union of
Sacramento (VSAU); 2003—2006

VSAU unites the students in the Sacramento region. Originally VSAU was conceived as an attempt to be an
alliance of schools in Sacramento and Stockton areas.

In theory, the structure was to operate with a board of elected ofycers and representative ofycers from each of
the member schools. Members were drawn from both high schools and colleges in the Sacramento region.

VSAU managed to organize a culture show as well as the yrst student-run Tet festival in Sacramento. There
was also a summer camp, though its purpose is for social bonding.

Following the success of the Tet festival, there were individuals within the community who focused on
defaming the ofycers through linking them with the Communist Party of Vietnam or cults, etc. Regardless of
whether the allegations were true or false, this demoralized the membership, and as a result, there was no
steering committee for elections in the ynal year. Though much of the membership were working students,
as the previous President mentioned to me, that is insufycient a reason for not working on the transition
process. The real reason was the demoralization caused by a few individuals within the community who
most likely envied the power of the students in putting on a successful community event. Also, though they
wish to become an alliance of schools, UC Davis and schools in the Stockton region denied the invitation
into the union, and the group soon appended the fiof Sacramentoo sufyx to their organizationis name.

Vietnamese-American Public Research Institute (VAPRI); 2003—2006

The Vietnamese-American Public Research Institute (VAPRI) is a wholly youth-led, youth-based, multiethnic
endeavor to engage youths in serious charity work. It is the premier Viethamese-American research orga-
nization recognized by Congressional leaders and many public ofycials and it aims to be the model for all
future youth think-tanks. Founded in the latter days of 2003, VAPRI allows youths to develop professionally,
intellectually, and morally while allowing them to make serious contributions to the community. Students, as
staff members, are trained to analyze policies and interact with community leaders, public ofycials, and pro-
fessionals from many backgrounds. Through their research projects, staff members improve communication
skills, practice leadership skills by leading teams, and develop social awareness and a sense of civic duty.
VAPRI is unique because it allows youths to exercise executive roles while being mentored by community
leaders. Most importantly, VAPRI members develop a sense of service to the community and an appreciation
for working on a cross-cultural level.

VAPRI operated more like a company by having an Executive Director and six departments headed by Directors
and several Deputy Directors. These departments included Research, Operations, Composition, Translation, etc.
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VAPRI (cont.)

With research as its primary goals, the group also participated in various community service activities such
as Children Toy Giveaway, voting registration drives, and making publications for different nonproyt groups.
Itis hallmark program is the Junior Executive Training (JET) program. The Junior Executive Training (JET)
Program in VAPRI identiyes the most promising staff members and subjects them to a grueling leadership
development process. JET ofycers serve as Junior Ofycers in the organization and regularly oversee VAPRI
projects. They also work on projects of national prominence or local projects. The training also requires
them to attend regular seminars on public policies and technical concepts. All of VAPRIis ofycers are utterly
committed to the ideals of Service and Principled Leadership.

Over time, when it came time to the yrst election, there were insufycient students running the organization,
and a long hiatus of inactivity put a death to the organization. Though there was an attempt at re-estab-
lishing the organization, the few remaining ofycers merged with UVSA. Perhaps one failure of VAPRI was
establishing an Outreach department to orient new and potential members, and the leadership focused
more at collaborating with community-based organizations instead of campus-based Viethamese Student
Associations. At the time both VAPRI and UVSA co-existed. Their understanding was that VAPRI provided a
strong leadership development program and that UVSA provided the needed network for outreach. However
at that time UVSA had very little public recognition, even among the VSAs they were supposed to bring to-
gether, and little capacity to carry on projects. This lack of network and VAPRIis commitment to the common
understanding between VAPRI and UVSA was a recipe for failure.

Union of Vietnamese Student Associations of
Southern California (UVSA); 1982—present

UVSA Southern California is an alliance of VSAs at colleges across Southern California. Being a community-
based organization, it is committed to community service, leadership development, and cultural preservation.

UVSA is currently structured with an elected Executive Board advised by an Advisory Board. There is an In-
tercollegiate Council (ICC) with at least one representative from each school. This ICC organizes interschool
activities and votes on major affairs (e.g. elections) within UVSA. Additionally the Executive Board appoints
General Staff members, which can be composed of individuals from the afyliate VSAs or other students in
the community. Membership has changed over time, but here is a sample list: University of California Los
Angeles, University of California Irvine, University of California Santa Barbara, University of California San
Diego, University of California Riverside, University of Southern California, California State University Ful-
lerton, California State University Long Beach, California State University Los Angeles, California Polytechnic
University Pomona, Orange Coast College, Golden West College, Santa Ana College, Cypress College.

The activities of UVSA include hosting the only Tet Festival in Orange County, leadership camps, Black April
Commemoration, fundraiser activities for charitable causes, and various interschool social functions such as
bonyres, galas, sporting tournaments, and banquets. VSAs often support each other at events hosted by
individual VSAs, such as UC Irvinets Rose Pageant, UC Santa Barbarais Pho King Pageant, UCLAis Black April
Commemoration, etc.

United Vietnamese Student Associations of
Northern California (UVSA); 2002—present

UVSA Southern California is an alliance of VSAs across Northern California. Being a community-based orga-
nization, it is committed to community service, leadership development, and cultural preservation. It should
be noted that it was originally founded as the United Vietnamese Student Organizations (UVSO), which was
actually an alliance of high school VSAs across the Bay Area, during which time VSAL was in existence. The
organization later renamed to Bay Area Vietnamese Student Alliance (BAVSA) for a few months, and ynally
rested on UVSA in fall of 2003. The decision to transition it into an alliance of college and high school VSAs

occurred in January 2004. Between fall of 2004 to the end of 2005, UVSA went into a state of inactivity. In

January 2006, a new President was appointed. In a meeting in March 2006, VAPRI merged with UVSA, and
it was decided that high school VSAs would have their own alliance and ofycers separate from UVSA. Thus

UVSA was to become a collegiate alliance.

Currently the theoretical structure is similar to Southern California, composed of an elected Executive Board
advised by an Advisory Board. There would be an Intercollegiate Council (ICC) with at least one representa-
tive from each school. The Executive Board appoints General Staff, though the General Staff are divided into
Daily Operations Staff and Commissioners. The Commissions divide the General Staff into areas of interest,
and their role is to oversee all affairs in the community within their domain of interest in terms of activities,
connecting with other organizations and individuals, and setting policy for the entire region.

Some of the activities of UVSA included participating in the Viethamese Spring Festival & Parade, organizing
an annual interschool culture show, Black April Commemoration, co-hosting the national 3rd annual uNAVSA
Conference, organizing fundraising drives to help charitable causes such as walk-a-thons and banquets, and
bringing out leadership to represent Northern California at various conferences across the nation.



