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Teaching about the Vietnam War: 
Centering Southeast Asian Refugee 
Voices through Children’s Literature
Sohyun An

On January 17, 1989, a white man shot and 
killed �ve schoolchildren and wounded thirty-
two others at the Cleveland Elementary School 
in Stockton, California. Most victims were 
Cambodian and Vietnamese refugee children.1

On September 6, 2016, President Barack Obama 
visited Laos and promised to help remove mil-
lions of unexploded US bombs that had been 
dropped over Laos several decades ago.2

In 2018, 126 Cambodian refugees were deported 
from the United States.3

In the 2020 Tokyo Olympics, Hmong American 
gymnast Sunisa Lee won a gold medal.4

Connecting the Dots

Although seemingly unrelated, these four news stories have 
one thing in common: they re�ect the multifaceted lega-
cies of the Vietnam War. First, Cambodian, Vietnamese, 
Lao, and Hmong people are in the United States because 
the United States went to Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos 
for the Vietnam War.5 �e war caused countless people 
in these countries to be displaced, and some of them 
were admitted to the United States as refugees. �e 1989 
Cleveland school shooting was related to this displace-
ment. �e white gunman, who reportedly hated Asian 
refugees, killed Southeast Asian refugee children in the 
schoolyard.6 Second, Obama’s 2016 pledge to clear unex-
ploded US bombs from Laos also reveals the troubling 
legacy of the Vietnam War. During the war, US warplanes 
rained two million tons of bombs over Laos. One-third of 
them did not explode, and they have subsequently killed 
or maimed 50,000 to date. Today, the unexploded bombs 
still cause 50 annual casualties, 60 percent resulting in 
death, and 40 percent of the victims are children.7

�ird, the deportation of Cambodian refugees is another 
tragic legacy of the war. Because they were forced to �ee 
their war-torn countries, many Southeast Asian refugees 
settled in impoverished neighborhoods with high crime 
rates, and some refugee youth dropped out of uncaring 
schools and turned to gangs as a means of survival.8 In 
many cases, these circumstances eventually resulted in 
them being deported to their “native” countries, although 
many of them had no memory of their home countries 
because they had migrated to the United States as infants.9 

Fourth, Sunisa Lee’s story also relates to the Vietnam War. 
�e United States recruited Hmong people, an ethnic 
minority in Laos, to �ght the communist forces on its 
behalf. When Laos fell to these communist forces, thou-
sands of Hmong �ed to neighboring �ailand, and some 
of them later resettled in the United States.10 Sunisa’s 
parents were children of these Hmong refugees. 

Taken together, these four stories reveal the complex 
legacies of the Vietnam War. Yet many Americans may 
not connect the dots between them because of how the 
Vietnam War is taught and remembered.11 In US collec-
tive memory and school lessons about the Vietnam War, 
the focus is on what happened to Americans, whereas 
Southeast Asian experiences are rarely considered. �e 
Vietnam Veterans Memorial, for example, which rep-
resents the US collective memory of the war, lists and 
honors the names of the 58,000 Americans who were 
killed during the war. Yet the names of Southeast Asians 
who fought with American soldiers and were killed are 
nowhere to be found.12 US textbooks also remain silent on 
the war’s e�ects on Southeast Asians. Although contempo-
rary textbooks have moved away from glorifying combat 
and have, instead, focused more on soldiers’ su�ering, 
their emphasis remains on US soldiers’ su�ering, and this 
focus does not extend to soldiers or civilians of US allies 
or enemies.13 American experiences are also centered 
in popular movies, novels, and other media about the 
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Vietnam War.14 �e message from the o�cial curriculum 
and American public memory is then that the Vietnam 
War was only a moment of American heroic sacri�ce and 
deep loss and was not a violent system that lead to the 
deaths, displacements, and migration of Southeast Asians. 

As an Asian American teacher educator and mother 
of schoolchildren in Georgia, I have seen many teach-
ers teach a US-centered account of the war that neglects 
Southeast Asian experiences. Such teaching prevents 
students from acquiring a more nuanced, critical under-
standing of the war.15 With this belief, I have collaborated 
with local elementary school teachers to include Southeast 
Asian experiences in the Vietnam War lessons. In this arti-
cle, two teachers’ instructional approaches are presented. 

Southeast Asian Experience of the  
Vietnam War
Before proceeding, the Vietnam War’s history is brie�y 
discussed.16 First, Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia had been 
under French colonial rule since the late 1800s. �en, 
Japan drove out France and occupied the region during 
World War II. When WWII ended with Japan’s defeat, 
France sought to recolonize its former colonies, resulting 
in the First Indochina War (1946–1954). �e United States 
sided with France in this war because it preferred French 
imperial rule to independent, communist governments in 
Southeast Asia.17 �e war ended with a French defeat that 
temporarily divided Vietnam into north and south and led 
to the independence of Laos and Cambodia from France. 

In this context, the United States began to more deeply 
intervene in the region to contain communism.18 By the 
1960s, the United States entered a full-blown war against 
communist North Vietnamese forces and their allies in 
South Vietnam, which ended with a US defeat. Over 
58,000 Americans and three million Vietnamese were 
killed, and twelve million Vietnamese became refugees.19 
Worse even, the war had spread to neighboring Laos and 
Cambodia as Vietnamese communist forces had moved 
into the region.20 �e US bombings over Cambodia killed 
tens of thousands of Cambodians, fueling Cambodian 
civilians’ support of the Khmer Rouge, a communist 
group that initiated a brutal genocide upon taking power 
in 1975.21 In Laos, two million tons of US bombs were 
dropped, which was equal to a planeload of bombs every 
eight minutes, twenty-four hours a day, for nine years. To 
hide these military actions from American public scrutiny, 
the United States recruited the Hmong, an ethnic minority 
in Laos, to �ght the United States’ “secret war” in Laos.22

A�er the United States le� the region in 1975, com-
munist governments came to power in all three coun-
tries. People who had sided with the United States during 
the war or su�ered under the new communist regimes 

began to �ee, and some of them were permitted to reset-
tle in America.23 �e stories of 1.2 million Vietnamese, 
Lao, Hmong, and Cambodian people who entered the 
United States as refugees reveal the complex legacies of 
the Vietnam War.24

Centering Southeast Asian Stories through 
Children’s Literature
How can elementary teachers incorporate Southeast Asian 
experiences in lessons about the Vietnam War? Southeast 
Asian refugee children’s literature—children’s books about 
Southeast Asian refugees and their experiences of the 
war—can be a tool for broadening students’ perspectives 
of the war.25 Many scholars have noted the pedagogical 
value of using children’s literature to teach about war.26 

Tadayuki Suzuki and his colleagues, for example, found 
that a critical selection and use of war children’s literature 
can invite students into an honest exploration of war in 
all its complexities, from the cost in human lives to stories 
of resilience.27 Ambika Gopalakrishnan also noted that 
children’s literature about war can help students develop 
empathy, consider the di�erence (if any) between just 
and unjust war, and contemplate peaceful alternatives.28

Ms. Lisa Lee and Ms. Anna Moon are elementary 
school teachers at metro Atlanta public schools. �ey 
use Southeast Asian refugee children’s literature to cen-
ter Southeast Asian experiences of the Vietnam War.29 

In Georgia, the Vietnam War can be found among ��h 
grade social studies standards related to the Cold War. 
Students are expected to

a.  Explain the origin and meaning of the term 

“Iron Curtain.”

b.  Explain how the United States sought to stop the 

spread of communism through the Berlin airli�, 

the Korean War, and the North Atlantic Treaty 

Organization.

c.  Identify Joseph McCarthy and Nikita 

Khrushchev.

d.  Discuss the importance of the Cuban Missile 

Crisis and the Vietnam War.30

In teaching the importance of the Vietnam War, Ms. 
Lee and Ms. Moon use Southeast Asian refugee children’s 
literature as a pedagogical tool to introduce students to 
the multiple perspectives crucial for moving beyond the 
America-centric view of the war. �is practice aligns 
with the following skills listed in the C3 Framework: 
D2.His.4.3-5, “Explain why individuals and groups during 
the same historical period di�ered in their perspectives”; 
and D2.His.5.3-5, “Explain connections among historical 
contexts and people’s perspectives at the time.”31
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Ms. Lee’s Instruction 

Ms. Lee is a Korean American 
teacher teaching at an elementary 
school in a largely white a�uent 
neighborhood. She has taught ele-
mentary students for eight years. 
Mindful of the absence of Asian 
American history and other mar-
ginalized groups’ histories in the 
o�cial curriculum, she strives to 
bring awareness to silenced narra-
tives through enacted lessons. In 

teaching about the Vietnam War, she uses Dia’s Story 
Cloth, a �rst-person narrative of the Hmong experience 
of the war.32 Dia Cha, the author and narrator of this 
picture book, uses a Hmong story cloth to illustrate her 
family’s experience of the war. Dia grew up in Laos in the 
1960s when the country was experiencing a civil war and 
the United States’ “secret war.” Her father was one of many 
Hmong men who were recruited by the United States to 
�ght the communist forces during the Vietnam War. 
When the war ended with a communist victory, Dia’s 
family �ed to �ailand. A�er four years of waiting in a 
�ai refugee camp, Dia’s family �nally received permission 
from the US government to resettle in America. 

Interactive Read-Aloud
Ms. Lee used this book for an interactive read-aloud 
a�er students had acquired content knowledge about the 
Vietnam War in previous lessons.33 �e class consisted 
of 20 white students, 2 African American students, and 
1 Asian American student (of Chinese descent) with few 
receiving free or reduced lunch. Ms. Lee �rst brie�y intro-
duced the book’s author and the history of the Hmong 
story cloth.34 �en, she handed out photocopies of the 
story cloth included in the book and had students inves-
tigate what is going on in it. Ms. Lee said, “Let’s see how 
our interpretations match or di�er from what Dia tells 
through this book,” and she began the read-aloud. 

United States’ “Secret War” in Laos. As a picture book 
written for young readers, the storyline did not have many 
historical details. �erefore, Ms. Lee frequently checked 
in with students to facilitate their understanding of the 
story. For example, Dia narrates the following:

Laos was caught in warfare. My country was 
divided in two: On one side, many Hmong men 
joined the loyalist army, which was supported 
by the American government. On the other side 
was the communist regime, which also recruited 
many Hmong men.

Here, Ms. Lee guided students to unpack which war Dia 

was discussing, why the United States became entangled 
in the war, who were members of the loyalist army, and 
why the United States supported the loyalists by referring 
to the previous lesson on the United States’ secret war in 
Laos during the Vietnam War. 

On another page, Dia narrates, “Airplanes dropped 
bombs on the Hmong villages” but does not provide many 
historical details. Ms. Lee again paused and checked in 
with students to help them understand this part of the 
story by referring to the previous lesson on the American 
bombing over Laos. She also reminded students of the 
short video clip they had watched about unexploded 
bombs in Laos and their lingering e�ects today.35

Hmong Refugee Struggles. When reading the pas-
sage on Dia’s family’s perilous journey escaping, Ms. Lee 
guided students to think about the human costs of the 
war and the United States’ role in contributing to them. 
A few students identi�ed a similar pattern between the 
Korean War, which they had learned about a month ago, 
and the Vietnam War: “It’s like the Korean War! America 
was not a superhero coming to the rescue!” “We messed 
up! We bombed these countries and innocent people!” 
Toward the end of the book, Dia describes her experience 
of resettling in the United States. 

I’d never been to school, so I had to start every-
thing from scratch. �ey [Americans] wanted to 
put me in high school. But I didn’t know anything. 
�en they wanted to put me in an adult school, 
but the teachers said I was too young.

Reading the passage, students used historical empathy 
to understand Dia’s struggles and resilience. Some shared 
the following: “If it was me, I would feel so frustrated!” 
“She overcame all this and became a researcher! �at is 
amazing!” 

Wrap-Up
Ms. Lee ended the lesson by explaining, “Hmong 
Americans like Dia Cha and Sunisa Lee are here because 
the United States waged war in Laos during the Vietnam 
War.” She also underscored the complicated role the 
United States had played in the lives of Hmong people 
and the resilience of the Hmong in building new lives 
in America. 

Ms. Moon’s Instruction

Ms. Moon, a Chinese American teacher, works at a school 
comprised exclusively of Latinx and African American 
students. She has taught elementary students for nine 
years. She seeks to provide a socially just curriculum for 
her students. In teaching about the Vietnam War, Ms. 
Moon uses Inside Out & Back Again36 to challenge the 
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dominant narrative that US 
wars are always inevitable and 
honorable and that the United 
States is always a beacon of 
freedom and justice. Written 
by �anhha Lai, Inside Out & 
Back Again is a semi-autobi-
ographical novel comprising 
short prose poems. �is book 
provides Vietnamese experi-
ences of the war through the 
voice of ten-year-old Hà. As 
the narrator in the book, Hà 

describes her life in South Vietnam before the fall of 
Saigon, the di�cult journey at sea as a boat person, and 
her new life in America as a refugee child. 

Book Discussion
Ms. Moon led a book discussion about Inside Out & Back 
Again a�er students had learned about the Vietnam War 
in previous lessons. Because the book is novel-length, she 
assigned it as student independent reading four weeks 
before the lesson. She also provided a graphic organizer 
(see Pullout, Handout 1) to facilitate the students’ inde-
pendent reading. On the day of the book discussion, 
students were �rst encouraged to share their favorite 
poems from the book, and then, Ms. Moon led the book 
discussion.

Cause and Consequences of the War. First, Ms. Moon 
asked the students what the cause of the Vietnam War was 
according to the book. Several answered, “I couldn’t �nd 
it,” or “Hà didn’t say anything about it.” When probed to 
think about why the cause was not discussed, many con-
cluded, like one student, that “Maybe Hà was too young” 
to understand the war’s complex historical and political 
contexts. Next, Ms. Moon guided students to discuss how 
the war had a�ected Hà and her family. Building o� their 
notes in the graphic organizers, students discussed the 
tragic loss of Vietnamese lives and their struggles to �nd 
refuge and build new lives in America. 

South Vietnamese View of the United States. To dis-
cuss Vietnamese perspectives about the United States’ 
role in the war, Ms. Moon had students read “American 
Address,”37 a poem in the book, as a class. In this poem, Hà 
describes how her family moved into their �rst apartment 
in Alabama and had their �rst three months’ rent paid by 
their American sponsor. Hà’s oldest brother reminds the 
family this was a way for the US government “to ease the 
guilt of losing the war.” Hà’s mother immediately “clamps 
shut his mouth” and tells him to “be grateful” for the 
United States’ generous support. Hà then looks around 
their government-funded home and is pleased with some 
of the donated household items but unhappy with others, 

such as a stained mattress. Again, her mother told her to 
“be grateful,” and Hà replies, “I’m trying.” 

By comparing the perspectives of Hà and her brother 
and mother, students identi�ed the varied, con�icting, 
or mixed feelings that Vietnamese refugees had toward 
the United States. When probed to think about why they 
had these feelings, several pointed to the United States’ 
complex roles in the war as one said, “Many Vietnamese 
died because of America, but then, America rescued the 
refugees!” Clearly, students recognized that, on the one 
hand, the United States’ war in Vietnam produced the 
very conditions that forced many Vietnamese to �ee 
their homeland; yet, on the other hand, the United States 
allowed many Vietnamese to �nd refuge in America. 

US Response to Vietnamese Refugees. �e next discus-
sion was about the American reception of the Vietnamese 
refugees. By comparing how Hà’s American neighbors, 
teachers, and classmates treated her and her family, a 
student concluded: “Some Americans were nice like Mrs. 
Washington, but others were racist like the bullies at 
school.” Many students felt sorry that Hà had to hide and 
eat lunch in the bathroom to avoid her classmates’ taunt-
ing. At the same time, they were impressed when Hà said 
“I am practicing to be seen!”38 and fought back against 
bullies by practicing martial arts.

Troubling Stereotypes. Last, Ms. Moon asked students 
to carefully read “War and Peace,”39 another poem in the 
book. In this poem, Hà writes about her American teacher 
who introduces her to the class by using photos repre-
senting Vietnam. One photo features “a burned, naked 
Vietnamese girl running down a dirt road,” and another 
shows Vietnamese people “climbing, screaming, desper-
ate to get on the last helicopter out of Saigon.” Unhappy 
with the photos, Hà thinks to herself, “She [her teacher] 
should have shown something about papayas and Tết [the 
Vietnamese Lunar New Year holiday].”

In making sense of this poem, students discussed how 
photos like these can be problematic because they tell 
only one story about Vietnam that represents it as a place 
of horror while depicting the Vietnamese as victims who 
can be rescued only by the United States. One student 
agreed with Hà: “I would also not want my classmates to 
think about my home country only as a horrible place! 
Because it’s not!”

Wrap-Up
In concluding the book discussion, Ms. Moon commended 
the students for their critical and nuanced understand-
ing of the Vietnam War, the Vietnamese people, and the 
United States. She also encouraged them to demonstrate 
their newfound understanding by writing a journal entry 
(see Handout 2 in Pullout). 

continued on page 17
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Conclusion

Ms. Lee and Ms. Moon were not taught Asian American 
histories in their teacher education program or the schools 
they attended in rural and suburban Georgia. �eir educa-
tion in Asian American histories was developed later in 
life through independent study. Despite rarely having stu-
dents of Southeast Asian heritage, both teachers believed 
learning about the Vietnam War through Southeast Asian 
perspectives is important for all students. As Ms. Lee put 
it, “an honest and inclusive history education is good and 
necessary for all students to become informed citizens.” 
Similarly, Ms. Moon believed in helping students “develop 
empathy for others and combat racism so that they can 
build a more peaceful and just world.” 

Although the two teachers’ instructions were di�erent in 
terms of the books used, there were some commonalities. 
First, both teachers used children’s literature a�er students 
acquired content knowledge about the Vietnam War. �is 
seems essential because children’s literature tends to be 
short on detailed historical information. Second, both 
teachers guided students to note not only the su�ering but 
also the resilience and agency of Southeast Asian refugees. 
�is is important because students cannot fully grasp war 
without its atrocities, yet they also need to see the possi-
bility of hope and historical agency of ordinary people in 
order not to stay with despair and inaction.40 �ird, both 
teachers encouraged students to move beyond a simplistic 
account of the Vietnam War by understanding complex 
roles the United States played in the lives of Southeast 
Asians as well as the diverse experiences and perspectives 
of Southeast Asian refugees regarding the war.

�e practices described here can be applied to other 
texts. �e Appendix (see Pullout) contains a list of sug-
gested children’s books related to Southeast Asian refu-
gees. I hope many teachers �nd Ms. Lee’s and Ms. Moon’s 
instructions helpful for reimagining how they teach about 
the Vietnam War. 
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PULLOUT HANDOUT 1

Graphic Organizer: Inside Out & Back Again

Direction: As you read the book, jot down your findings.

Guiding 

Questions
Your findings

Evidence from the book

(Write down the page number too)

What was the 

cause of the 

Vietnam War?

How did the 

war affect 

Vietnamese 

lives?

How did 

Vietnamese 

view the US?

How did 

Americans 

respond to 

Vietnamese 

refugees?

How did 

Vietnamese 

refugees 

respond to US 

reception?
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Appendix: Suggested Southeast Asian Refugee Children’s Literature

Here are ten additional picture books that can be used to center Southeast Asian experience in teaching about the Vietnam War and that I have used 

with a teacher learning community of which Ms. Lee and Ms. Moon were a part. Like any books, these books have both strengths and weaknesses. 

Thus, I provide a brief storyline along with teaching suggestions. For more, I highly recommend Dr. Noreen Naseem Rodríguez’s list, accessible at 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1MOoYg9-k2sDZK_MZYlLGYEDlfTWjW0Cck2OQpAcdAZk.

Books on Vietnamese Refugees Storyline & Teaching Suggestion

Ruth Vander Zee, Always 

with You,  

illus. Ron Himler 

(Eerdmans Publishing, 

2008).

Kim, a four-year-old girl in Vietnam, witnesses her mom’s death when their village 

is bombed. Kim is rescued by US soldiers and taken to an orphanage run by a kind 

American couple in Vietnam. There, Kim is loved and cared for. Kim misses her mom 

terribly, yet she never forgets her mother’s dying words, “Don’t be afraid. I will always be 

with you!”

This book does not shy away from a tragic result of the Vietnam War on Vietnamese 

people. Yet, the book is short on details about why the war happened and why the US got 

entangled. Doing so, the book may continue the master narrative of the US as benevolent 

rescuer. A teacher can use this book to help students see the tragic reality of the war and 

Vietnamese resilience while guiding students to unpack the void by bringing in sources 

debunking the US’s complex role in the war.

Marsha Forchuk 

Skyrpuch and Tuan Ho, 

Adrift at Sea,  

illus. Brian Deines 

(Pajama Press, 2016).

Tuan, a six-year-old boy in Vietnam, embarks on a perilous journey with his family to flee 

Vietnam. They become so-called boat people, enduring many days adrift at sea in a tiny 

broken boat. Eventually, Tuan and others in the boat are rescued by a US air carrier. 

This book sheds light on the struggles and resilience of Vietnamese refugees. The 

historical and biographical section adds more details on Vietnamese displacement. 

Both the storyline and the information pages do not mention the US’s implication in the 

Vietnamese struggles, instead featuring the US only as a benevolent rescuer of the stranded 

refugees at sea. A teacher would need to guide students to unpack the story by bringing in 

sources featuring the US’s complex role and its implications in the refugee crisis.

Bao Phi, A Different Pond, 

illus. Thi Bui (Capstone 

Publishing, 2017).

Bao, a young Vietnamese American boy, wakes up early in the morning to accompany 

his father who goes to fish for family dinner. While fishing, the father talks about his life in 

Vietnam and shares sad memories of his lost brother during the war. 

This book describes a Vietnamese refugee family’s struggle with poverty. Albeit brief, 

it also tells how the Vietnam War caused death and displacement of Vietnamese people. 

The book is short on details about why the war happened and what role the US played. A 

teacher can use this book as an extension to a Vietnam War lesson to support students to 

see war legacies in terms of Vietnamese displacement and resettlement struggles in the US. 

Books on Cambodian Refugees Storyline & Teaching Suggestion

Icy Smith, Half Spoon of 

Rice, illus. Sopaul Nhem 

(East West Discovery 

Press, 2010).

Nine-year-old Nat and his family are forced to leave their home when the Khmer Rouge 

takes over the country in 1975. They must walk for many days to labor camps in the 

countryside. Nat is separated from his family and endures forced labor with other 

children. Later, Nat escapes to Thailand where he is reunited with his family. After many 

months in the refugee camp, Nat’s family gets permission to resettle in the US.  

This book vividly describes the tragic results of the war on Cambodian civilians. The 

author’s note gives detailed information on the US’s secret war in Cambodia and how the 

US carpet bombings over Cambodia fueled Cambodian civilians’ support for the Khmer 

Rouge. A teacher can have students first read the story of Nat and then use the author’s 

note to go deeper into the larger historical contexts of the war.

Michelle Lord, A Song for 

Cambodia, illus. Shino 

Arihara (Lee & Low 

Books, 2015).

As a little boy in Cambodia, Arn’s happy childhood was suddenly disrupted when his 

village was invaded by Khmer Rouge soldiers. Arn was taken to a children’s work camp 

where he and other children were forced to labor long hours. He took courage to escape 

and eventually arrived at a Thai refugee camp. There Arn meets an American volunteer 

who later adopted him and took him to America.

This book vividly describes the tragic results of the Vietnam War on Cambodian 

civilians. Although the author’s note provides some details about the Khmer Rouge, it 

does not mention the US carpet bombings over Cambodia and how the bombings fueled 

Cambodian civilians’ support for the Khmer Rouge. Hence, a teacher would need to 

supplement the book with sources that feature the US’s secret war in Cambodia to build a 

more nuanced understanding of the war.
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Suggested Southeast Asian Refugee Children’s Literature (cont.)

Books on Cambodian Refugees Storyline & Teaching Suggestion

Anne Sibley O’Brien, A Path of 

Stars, illus. Anne Sibley O’Brien 

(Charlesbridge, 2012).

A young Cambodian American girl, Dara, tells her grandmother’s story 

of war, including a peaceful life in Cambodia before war, death and 

displacement of her family during the war, her struggle in a Thai refugee 

camp, and building a new life in the US. 

This book tells a Cambodian refugee experience of the war. Written 

for young readers and told by a young girl, the storyline does not specify 

what war the grandmother had to survive or what role the US played 

in the war. With this limitation in mind, a teacher can use this book to 

bring to light Cambodian refugee experiences of the war while guiding 

students to unpack the silence in the book regarding the US’s implication 

in the Cambodian refugee crisis.

Books on Hmong Refugees Storyline & Teaching Suggestion

Kao Kalia Yang, Yang Warriors, illus. Billy 

Thao (University of Minnesota Press, 

2021).

In a Thai refugee camp, ten Hmong refugee children embark on a 

dangerous mission to find food for their elders and youngers who did not 

have vegetables for days. If they were to be caught by the guards, they 

would be punished for leaving the camp’s boundaries. 

This book highlights Hmong refugee struggles and resilience in the 

aftermath of the Vietnam War, yet it is short on details about the war and 

the US implication in the refugee crisis. A teacher can use this book after 

students learn about the US’s secret war in Laos to see its implication 

through the voices of refugees.

L. Gerdner and S. Langford, 

Grandfather’s Story Cloth, illus. Stuart 

Loughridge (Shen’s Books, 2009).

A Hmong American boy, Chersheng, lives with his grandfather who 

is losing his memory due to Alzheimer’s disease. He listens to his 

grandfather’s experience of the war through the grandfather’s story cloth. 

This book tells Hmong refugee experiences of the war. While the 

grandfather’s story sheds lights on the tragic results of the war, it does not 

include the cause of the war and the US’s role in the war. A teacher can use 

this book after students have built content knowledge of the US’s secret 

war in Laos and guide them to unpack the storyline.

Books on Lao Refugees Storyline & Teaching Suggestion

Youme Landowne, Mali Under the Night 

Sky, illus. Youme Landowne (Cinco 

Puntos Press, 2010).

Mali enjoys her happy childhood in Laos until it is suddenly disrupted by 

the war. She and her family now must endure a perilous journey to cross 

the Mekong River and flee from the war. 

This book brings to light Lao experiences of the Vietnam War. Although 

the storyline does not provide historical contexts of the war, the end page 

includes information about the US’s secret war in Laos. A teacher can use 

this book after students learn about the US’s secret war in Laos and guide 

them to unpack the storyline.

Saymoukda Duangphouxay Vongsay, 

When Everything was Everything, 

illus. Cory Nakamura Lin (Full Circle 

Publishing, 2018).

A little girl from Laos shares her family’s lives in Minnesota as a refugee 

family. She is raised on food stamps, continuously shuttled from one 

public housing address to the next, forced into ESL classes, and ridiculed 

by her peers. Yet she finds resilience and joy amid challenges. 

This book does not shy away from Lao refugee struggles with racism 

and poverty while also underscoring refugee resilience. It is however short 

on details of the war itself. A teacher can use this book after students learn 

about the US’s secret war in Laos to guide them to go deeper with the war 

legacies.
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HANDOUT 2

Journal Entry: Inside Out & Back Again
Direction: Write a journal entry about the Vietnam War from a Vietnamese refugee’s perspective. Consider what would 

be important to someone like Hà and Hà’s family members.

________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________
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________________________________________________________________________________________________
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________________________________________________________________________________________________
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