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Agency/Organization Interview Prompts
For the Cultural Immersion Project, I had the opportunity to research and attend two events that taught me more about the Asian American culture. I learned about traditions, oppressions, historical figures, and so much more. This second part of the project was very inspirational as well. I had the opportunity to interview two people of the Asian American culture to learn even more. The first interview was with a man named Dr. Lloyd Gestoso, and the second was from a local female named Bethany Hanft. This first-hand experience gave me the ability to learn so much more about an amazing culture that  will help me grow as a counselor for years and years to come.
	For my first interview, I had the opportunity to talk and interview Dr. Lloyd Gestoso. He resides in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania where he was formerly a professor at Cairn University. Since social justice is a big calling on his life, he moved into the dean position at the school and his department is called the School of Social Work. He has devoted his life to the benefit of others.
	The reason Dr. Gestoso was the person I was able to interview was due to his secondary work in the social justice field. He was one of the founding members of the organization called ASIAC, which stands for Aids Services in Asian Communities. Dr. Gestoso said, “ASIAC’s mission statement was that they were a nonprofit community-based organization promoting access for Asians & Pacific Islanders who face linguistic, cultural, and systemic barriers to culturally competent healthcare, HIV/AIDS services, and social services.”
	Dr. Gestoso spent time working at the local hospital in Philadelphia where he was seeing an influx of Asian Americans coming in with symptoms related to HIV and AIDS. His heart was broken due to so many people in his culture and community who were suffering with this deadly disease. He later came to know this was due to a high transmission rate in the Asian homosexual community. As this was weighing more and more on his heart, he brought the idea up to some local friends to start an organization to help his local area. After some time deliberating together and going through the proper channels, the organization ASIAC was finally born.
	ASIAC offers a variety of services for the Asian community. First and foremost, they are advocates for the community through linguistic services. In other words, they are often liaisons for local Asians at the hospital who are struggling with communication at the doctor’s office. He referred to the Asian community as being very quiet and compliant. When there was a language barrier between the doctors, insurance companies, and any others like that, many times the Asian Americans would just nod and go along with whatever advice they were given, even if it was not the best information. ASIAC would come in and advocate and speak for their clients to help them get the best care possible.
	Another service that ASIAC offers is more of an informational service. Dr. Gestoso and his coworkers would go to the local communities and set up informational booths. He said these functions would be very laid back and informal to make the potential clients feel safe and comfortable to open up to them. “Asian American culture is characterized by interdependence attention to public image, and adherence to traditional Asian values. Asian American culture is often thought of as collectivistic, in that group goals take precedence over self-interest” (Wu et. al., 2019, 2509). Since Asian Americans are so group oriented and worried about other people’s perceptions, it could potentially be difficult for them to open up to ASIAC. Therefore, they would go to restaurants, bars, and many other laid-back areas that the community would feel more comfortable opening up to them.
	The last service that Dr. Gestoso talked about was a rather dangerous one. One of the sad aspects of the Asian community that he talked about was the rampant human trafficking. Many businesses such as massage parlors are a legal hiding place for the human trafficking that goes on in Philadelphia. ASIAC would work closely with the authorities to get the women out of the abusive situation. The women would be afraid to communicate with the police who were not the same ethnicity but would open up more to the ASIAC workers. Dr. Gestoso did not go into a ton of detail about the “missions” but alluded to the dangerous nature of the human trafficking situation.
	Typically, the members of the community would be made aware of the services and organization through word of mouth. Like I said before, there were informational sessions at community areas to help make the Asian community feel comfortable. Due to the collectivistic nature of their culture, word spread very easily from family to family around town. It was not uncommon for an Asian American to come up to the ASIAC organization and tell them they were referred to them from another friend or family member.
	The organization is also very popular around the hospital and the internet. Since the organization originated in the hospital setting, it was very common for posters to be set up around this area. This made it very easy for clients with HIV or AIDS symptoms, that was going to the hospital for help, to easily find the information to contact ASIAC. Along with the hospital, the internet was very helpful once the group got their website up and running. Since the Asian community likes to keep issues hidden within, the website made it much easier to contact the organization without it being publicly known.
	The greatest areas of need for the organization are for more funding and workers. The community is “silently” being wrecked by the human trafficking that is an industry behind closed doors. Travel costs, meetings, supplies, and gifts to help the women feel more comfortable add up over time. The people it takes to run everything is massive as well. There never seems to be enough resources to help everyone. When someone like Dr. Gestoso who wants to help everyone must choose where to allocate the organization’s resources, it can both be humbling and disheartening.
	When speaking of challenges regarding the homosexual community that Dr. Gestoso works with, being an advocate of knowledge is the primary factor to keep them safe. Knowledge of the spread of sexually transmitted diseases was something the community seemed to be lacking in Philadelphia. Even though Dr. Gestoso is a Christian man and disagrees with the homosexual lifestyle, he still wants the community to learn to be safe. The issue that his organization was dealing with was how “active” the community was. They were spreading diseases too quickly without the knowledge and understanding of how to be safe and wise.
	The whole nature of the human trafficking situation is a challenge. The entire “industry” is full of filth and abuse. Women are being physically and sexually abused on a daily basis. They are living in fear of what could happen to them, or even their children, if they are not compliant with their “masters.” On top of that, Dr. Gestosos made comments about the filth they would live in and how unsafe the environment was. Think about the nature of the acts the men were doing to the women, but how unsafe the actions were. They were not allowed to have any protection or contraceptives in the buildings because if there was a raid done by the authorities, they were sure to be shut down. The whole nature of the situation and environment for the women was sad to hear.
	To help combat this filth, ASIAC would work with the authorities to help make contact with the women. ASIAC would combat the language barriers to help the women to feel comfortable enough to let the right people know how to get them to safety. This could be help with information where the women were being kept, how the human trafficking “mentor” process works, and even the medical help that many of the women would need. ASIAC was the “middle man” that the authorities could not be.
	The importance of social justice within the ASIAC organization in Dr. Gestoso’s words is, “the fact that we are called by God to take care of others.” God calls us to look out for the weak, and that is exactly what ASIAC is accomplishing. They are striving to help those without the knowledge to be safe, the hurt, the weak, and many others living in dangerous situations. It all started at the Philadelphia hospital and is expanding to help as many people in the local community as possible.
	The reason this is so important for the Asian community is due to their nature of keeping everything within. They are a culture that likes to keep their head down and just blend in. They have been taught this is one of the best ways of survival in a country that can look down upon them at times. Having someone advocate for them and speak up for them can be an essential aspect for their culture.
Individual Interview Prompts
	The second interview I had the privilege of taking part in was with Mrs. Bethany Hanft. She is a middle-aged Asian American mother of 3 beautiful children. Her parents are Roger and Marie Bunting. Roger and Marie, who are White American, felt the calling towards adoption back in the 1980’s. Bethany was adopted from South Korea at the age of one year old.
	My connection to Bethany was through friends at church. Her family goes to a local Christian church across town. When her contact information was given to me, I was able to speak with her regarding our assignment. It was a pleasure getting to know her and learning about her upbringing.
	While speaking to her and then reflecting upon her words, I began to understand her background was full of double the stress compared to the average person. First of all, she grew up as a minority in a community that lacks diversity. Luckily, she grew up in an amazing family-oriented community and did not experience a vast amount of racism compared to many other minorities. Along with growing up as a minority, she also had to deal with growing up as an adopted child. With that being said, both of these concepts are amazing things, but both of them can also bring stress and anxiety. “Studies carried out in U.S. suggest that internationally adopted children must confront multiple specific challenges related to their adoptive status, their past experience of institutionalization and deprivation, and also their minority ethnic background, with subsequent negative influence on their social competence and peer relationships” (Ferrari et. al., 2022, 2).
	There were a few cultural events throughout Bethany’s upbringing. Some of them included racism and some did not. One impactful event that caused Bethany to understand that something was different about her compared to her family, was when she was in the Giant grocery store as a child. Walking throughout the aisles with her mother, another young girl made a racist comment to Bethany about being a “Chinese girl.” Luckily, Bethany did not understand what the comment meant at first but understood more as her mom set her down later that day to talk to Bethany. She explained about hurtful things people would say throughout her life and to never let them get an advantage over her with their words. This was the first moment she recognized there was something different culturally in her life.
	A not so good situation related to her life was her grandparents. They were not fans of their son adopting a baby from another country. It took them some time to finally accept it. The grandparents never came out and said anything racist to Bethany, but there was always an unsettling feeling of not being totally accepted within the family. The grandparents lived farther away and rarely came around, which may have been a good thing growing up.
	One event that Bethany missed out on really comes back to haunt her. When she was a teenager, her mom wanted to take her back to Korea for a trip to experience the country and its culture that she missed growing up. Bethany declined the offer because she wanted to stay home and be with her friends. Bethany said, “to this day, I regret my decision of being a typical teenage girl.” As she has gotten older, she has still not traveled to Korea, but would like to take her children one day.
	The one cool aspect she talked about was the Ship Korean Club she was part of in college. She went to Shippensburg University in Pennsylvania to get a teaching degree. At school, she began to attend the Ship Korean Club. This was beneficial for her to learn more about her culture that she did not get since coming to the country at such a young age. She was then able to teach others about her culture as well. 
	Another key event she remembers related to racism and oppression was the conversation her parents had with her as she was going into college. Unfortunately, the year before she entered school was the Virginia Tech shooting. Since the shooter was Korean, her parents sat her down and talked about the implications of this. They wanted her to be prepared for comments and remarks that may be made towards her due to her being the same race. Luckily, she did not receive any comments about the shooting. One key theme throughout the interview was how impactful and loving her parents were. The world could be very rough and hard to navigate but her parents were always the constant, loving force to steady her.
	Emotionally, I felt as though this experience was priceless. I felt happiness, sadness, and a variety of all in between. I loved listening to her empowering words of going through life despite negativity that may have been thrown at her. The conversation was so impactful for me because my wife and I adopted a little girl ourselves. Our little girl is African American compared to Asian American, but to hear Bethany’s testimony made me think about it in the idea of our little girl. Bethany’s philosophy of never becoming a victim is something I want to instill in my little girl as well. I feel as though this is why it was so impactful getting to hear Bethany’s message. It felt personal.
	One of the biggest themes from the interview was Bethany’s view on her identity. This was super encouraging as a Christian myself. Over and over Bethany talked about celebrating her Asian American culture, but the reason she never let racism and oppression affect her was because of her true identity. She learned at a very young age that her true identity was not what was on the outside, but more importantly the inside. Her identity was in Christ, not what others thought about her ethnicity.
	By going through this interview, I feel as though I learned more about the immigrating philosophy of many cultures; not just Asian Americans. Bethany came to our country because her birth mother made the selfless act of choosing a better life for her child. Many others come here for a variety of reasons. I was introduced to the concept of how difficult it may be growing up as an “outsider.” You live here every day working and surviving and constantly must battle the thoughts of belonging. As a middle school teacher, I see the battles emotionally for my students. I cannot imagine the mental and emotional struggles thrown on top of them as an immigrant to our country. 
	From our Gracism reading, the one concept I noticed battling within Bethany growing up was the philosophy of “everyone has a dot.” She noticed her “dot” growing up but alluded that it was worse around her Asian American friends and acquaintances. She used the example of body image. She said that she was like any teenage girl growing up with self-image thoughts, but it got way worse when she was around her same culture. She would look at other girls and compare herself twice as much. She connected this concept with not growing up around people that look like her. Her excitement was through the roof when she talked about this concept regarding her children. She now has three other children who look like her now and that has given her such an inner peace in life.
	This whole experience will help me to pay much more attention to those around me. I now understand how I will have to counsel my students all differently. They will have so many backgrounds, cultures, and upbringings that there is no one way to do things. I will constantly have to pay attention to my student’s cultures and backgrounds to fully help them in the therapy process. Talking with Bethany and Dr. Gestoso was an experience that opened my eyes in a positive way to the world around me.
Summary Section
	Similarities I noticed from each of the sections of the project was the collectivistic attitude of the Asian American community and the resilience of the community. First of all, during my research, I noticed over and over the concept of Asians keeping everything within the family. I saw this played out through Dr. Gestoso’s testimony. His whole organization started from the community keeping their medical issues under wraps so it would not get out and bring shame to the family. Resilience and overcoming issues was also a theme throughout my research. Bethany’s testimony oozed the concept of overcoming anxieties life threw at her. Both aspects of the project were very beneficial for us as students.
	Differences I noticed was the rate at how often the discrimination occurred. The research portion alluded to discrimination being everywhere and all the time. Bethany’s story did not portray this fact. She alluded to some racial issues growing up but very little compared to what I researched. Now, this may be due to her family’s protection, her community not being diverse, or whatever the case may be, we can be thankful that she did not have the struggles that some do.
	The most surprising aspect of the interview process to me was how people love talking about their cultures. Going into the process, I was a little scared to be asking questions about racism, oppression, and such. Talking about race in today’s society can be such a polarizing concept to dive into. One person doesn’t want to talk about it and be portrayed a racist and another person cannot get enough of talking about racial issues. I was surprised how enthusiastic Bethany and Dr. Gestoso were to talk about their culture and past. It eased my nerves greatly throughout the interviews.
	The question of what has changed me is one I have been pondering throughout the project. I feel as though my eyes have changed in the way I view the world. I can’t go out in public without noticing the world more around me. I think about restaurants differently, music, social events, and many others. I now look at them in a much more positive way. I notice the differences and love them more for their cultural aspect. For example, walking down the street and noticing a restaurant owned by a family of a different culture. That is not just a random meal anymore. It is understanding that they are bringing a part of their culture to America to benefit our society as a whole. It is encouraging to see everyone’s cultures working together to better our country. We are better together than apart.
	I feel as though interacting with other cultures has taught me humility. Not that I have ever felt this way, but I am truly understanding that no one should ever feel superior to others. We all have our differences, but that is a good thing. If everyone had the exact same traditions and behaviors, life would be so boring. The variety that we have in our country is amazing, and I hope I never forget that. This project has caused me to love America even more for what we have here.
	This will cause me to get to know my future clients, or students, in a much better way. I will not just be analyzing their emotional status. I will be trying to understand them holistically. I will need to better understand their culture and background to fully be able to help them. I will need to learn what things I can and cannot say, which would be impactful in them opening up or shutting down during the therapy sessions. Overall, this project was daunting at first, but I absolutely grew to love it.
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