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SARAH:  My name is Sarah Kiefer, today is June 22, 2016 and I'm speaking with Cora 
McKeown and Thuy Bui.  We are recording this interview in the conference room of the 
Ridgewood Public Library. Thank you so much to both of you for coming today and I'll 
hand the mike over to you now.  
 
CORA:  I’m Cora McKeown and talking to Thuy, who has been in my ESL class for a 
year and a half and love her.  I’m just wondering why did you move to the States Thuy? 
 
THUY:  I moved to the States because, my husband moved back, my boyfriend back 
then, moved back then, moved back here and he wanted me to come here to visit and 
to decide if I like it here or not.  And after a year, and I like it here so I want to move, we 
want to move here and settle life here.  
 
CORA:  And your native language is? 
 
THUY: Vietnamese.  
 
CORA:   And how was, how is it moving, changing your language from Vietnamese to 
English? 
 
THUY: Is been very challenge and frustrated also sometimes.  Because like when you 
want to tell somebody, you know, asking which ends that you want to tell stories they 
don't understand you, or they don't understand me either.  So have been very 
frustrated sometimes. 
 
CORA: What is the most difficult thing, learning English, and then because your 
husband is American, and your children speak Vietnamese? 
 
THUY: Yes, I try to speak Vietnamese to them at home, and they speak pretty good 



Vietnamese at home.  And they teach me English at home too.  
 
CORA:   Is it very difficult for you or is it difficult for you when you leave the house and 
you have to communicate with the teachers and other Americans, and what's the most 
challenging thing? 
 
THUY: Well my English, right, is limited, so when I try to describe some things and I 
don't know the vocabularies, is so hard to tell him what I want or what I mean.  And that 
frustrated me sometimes. 
 
CORA:   And how did you hear about ESL enrichment? 
 
THUY: I think my husband told me about it for why I am here in the library.  
 
CORA:   Has it been helpful? 
 
THUY: It’s been great, it’s been great that you know, because first of all I meet you and 
all the students you guys all so nice and talk about everything, so it been very helpful to 
me.  To know about Ridgewood and other things. 
 
CORA:  What's the most important aspect of moving from Vietnam to the United 
States, what was the hardest adjustment besides learning [crosstalk] the language? 
 
THUY: [crosstalk] English?  Language? The weather, the culture, everything. Like, 
Vietnam, America, everything totally different so I have to learn to start, like beginner 
everything.  So it’s hard. 
 
CORA:  But being married to an American was it an easier transition because you sort 
of learn something about America from your husband? 
 
THUY:  Yes I do learn a little bit from him but not much. 
 
CORA:  So when you moved to Ridgewood, and have you ever lived, besides 
Ridgewood, in another city? 
 
THUY:  We used to live in Franklin Lakes and Hawthorne, state of New Jersey but we 
just moved to Ridgewood about two years ago. 
 
CORA:  So do you notice a difference between living in, you were in Saigon? 
 
THUY:  Yes. 
 
CORA:  Or near Saigon, and then living in Ridgewood? 
 
THUY:  Very different.  
 



CORA:  What was the transition?  
 
THUY:  We’re from the city so very crowded and house is like very small and next to 
each others.   And not as clean as here, not many trees.  Clean, it’s very different it's 
so different, is so that's why I like it here, it’s so nice to live here more space, nice 
weather, different weather, very nice. 
 
CORA:  So when you joined ESL you met other mothers from another country and 
what did you learn from that?  From our conversation group meeting other people? 
 
THUY:  I think I learn everything from them.  Like, I learned, like when I don’t know, 
when I first moved here if I don't know like okay which place should my kids go for 
camp?  For example, which place should I take my kids to, like which park should I go, 
which swimming pool or lessons, or whatever I like I learn so much from them. 
Everything. 
 
THUY:  Hi, my name is Thuy Bui, and I am a student at Cora and ESL class.  I’m 
going to ask her some questions.   Why did you decide to become a tutor? 
 
CORA:  Well I’ve lived in Ridgewood and I've been coming to the library so often and 
since I'm a teacher I thought maybe I can give back something because I'm really love 
Ridgewood since I moved here and since I'm teaching I thought I would be an extension 
of my profession.  And also because I'm an immigrant and I feel that I can understand 
the experiences that they go through when they moved to America and even though I've 
been exposed to the American culture because I was an American school I really want 
to sort of help them transition from where they're coming from.  And also the fact that 
it's very hard to learn a language, and I put myself in their place and I say what if I 
moved to Vietnam, what if I moved to Paris or Spain, and I don't know the language?  
The fact that you, I really admire the fact that you come here and really strive to be part 
of the culture because if you don't know the language you cannot be a part of the 
culture.  So I thought maybe I can really learn from them in their desire, and their 
motivation to adapt to the culture and to learn a language.   That's why I became a 
tutor.  I love it [crosstalk].   Because I meet you and I meet.  And the only sad thing 
about being a tutor is that some of my students go back to their country [crosstalk] and I 
miss them. 
 
THUY:  Yes, I feel the same way. 
 
CORA:  You know and I'm like oh I wish you could just live here forever, that's why I 
became a tutor.  
 
THUY:  Some tutors feel that they get as much out of it as students, do you agree? 
 
CORA:  Yes because I learn your culture.  I learn so much about your way of life and 
the motivation to move here.  And I learn about your children.  I get to know you and 
you become friends. 



 
THUY:  What lessons have your tutoring life taught you? 
 
CORA:  That learning a language is very difficult.  And that being bilingual increases 
your cognitive knowledge and just, just meeting new people, especially young people 
rejuvenates me. 
 
THUY:  What has tutoring meant to you? 
 
CORA:  Learning something new.  Learning may be a little bit of your language in your 
culture, and meeting new people.  That if you're motivated to do something and you 
have the desire to do it, you can achieve something.   
 
THUY:  Can you share a fun memory of your experience as a tutor in ESL program? 
 
CORA:  Yes I had a student from Japan and I saw her grow from not knowing English 
and then she developed a business.  She went to horticultural college in the Bronx and 
now she has a business of her own and she is working at Paramus Library.   And I felt 
like contributed a little bit to her being confident in learning how to deal with people and 
learning how to run a business on her own.  She was actually here last year the ESL 
luncheon.  She’s so, her daughters are here but she's going back to Japan.  One of 
my students is going back to Korea.   She’s been so active in our program and we’ll 
miss her, and we became friends.  And once and awhile we go out to lunch which we 
are going on Friday, so it's fun I love it. 
 
THUY:  Yeah me too. 
 
SARAH:  Thank you both for taking the time to share your story with the Ridgewood 
Public Library and we really appreciate it, thank you. 
 
THUY:  Thank you for having us. 
 
CORA:  You’re welcome. 
 


