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EXTREMELY UNCOMFORTABLE  
AND UTTERLY AMAZING
Liberal studies alumna Trisha Huynh (B.S., 2015) spent a year 
in Malaysia as part of the Fulbright English Teaching Assistant 
program in 2015. She shares her experiences below.

FEBRUARY: ARRI VAL IN SE TIU,  TERENGGANU  
S TATE, MAL AYSIA

I wholeheartedly believe that getting outside of one’s comfort 
zone leads to personal growth, which is one reason I applied to 
the Fulbright program. I didn’t realize how far out of that zone 
I would be in Setiu, the rural village where I teach English to 
seventh through 11th grade students at an Islamic school.

Cows, chickens, monkeys and monitor lizards run freely 
through the village. An incredible diversity of lush plants grow 
everywhere. I constantly battle the mold and insects that are 
prevalent in the stately home that is far too nice for just me and 
my housemate, a fellow English teaching assistant.

The community is extremely kind — staff members strive to 
speak broken English, our landlady invites us over for weekly 
dinners, and the neighborhood kids rattle our door to play 
and sing silly songs together.

Everything here is insanely weird, extremely uncomfortable 
and utterly amazing — all at the same time.

MAY: GIRL POWER ENGLISH C AMP

I never thought that I would turn into one of those people, the 
type who sees cultural differences and focuses only on the 
negative. Yet I now see the rusty nicks; the old, ragged tears; 
and the gaping holes that exist in Malaysia.

Most bothersome is the prevalent inequality between gen-
ders. My female students dream of becoming doctors, engi-
neers and athletes, but I fear these are only dreams — the 
odds are, they will grow up to be housewives.

To address this issue, I spent months organizing a Girl Power 
English Camp. At the event, my girls would participate in 
activities that would encourage them to become confident 
leaders and pursue their academic goals.

On the morning of my camp, one girl stated, “Miss, I can’t 
come today.” I soon discovered that only five of 60 students 
who had signed up could attend. Extra classes, marching prac-
tice and family emergencies had taken precedent. In classic 
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Malaysian fashion, disaster had struck at the last minute.

I proceeded to ask — and eventually beg — every girl at school to attend, but 
didn’t know whether anyone would come. When camp started, only two students 
had arrived.

I clenched my fists in frustration. Finally, 15 minutes late, groups of girls began to 
arrive, giggling and excited.

Soon, I was listening to 47 girls with bright, excited eyes and wide smiles chanting, 
“I am beautiful. I am brave. I am strong.” Their sweet voices made all my efforts 
worthwhile. Although this camp put only a small dent in gender inequality, it was 
a step in the right direction.

JUNE- JULY: R AMADAN

During the month of Ramadan, Muslims fast from sunrise to sunset to gain 
greater compassion for those without basic life necessities.

On the first day, I joined my students in their celebratory ritual. At 5 a.m., I ate 
breakfast and felt fine until 11 a.m., when I was mildly parched. By 1 p.m., my 
rumbling stomach controlled my every thought. After trudging home from school 
at 3 in the afternoon, I fell into a long nap and didn't bother waking until iftar, or 
breaking fast. Surrounded by good friends and good conversation, I finally ate. 
Never before had I been so grateful for a meal.

As the holiday continued, the shared experience created a sense of Muslim pride 
and brought the community together.

On the last day of Ramadan, I participated in the final iftar at my school. The 
excited staff and students gathered in the hall early, chattering about the past 
month’s hardships and blessings. Everyone piled their plates high with sweet 
dates, fluffy rice and freshly fried fish. At 7:22 p.m. on the dot, the call to prayer 
echoed through the village. Everyone closed their eyes and bent their heads to 
pray to Allah. Then the festivities began, and we all joyously dug into our food. It 
was absolutely luscious.

Sitting back to enjoy the moment, I looked over at my smiling students and felt 
immense respect for them for having made it through the difficult month. I was so 
fortunate to be welcomed by this community, partake in this experience, and soak 
in all that Malaysia has to offer.

OC TOBER: PREPARING TO LE AV E

If I had known what this year would entail, I probably wouldn’t have taken the 
grant. It’s been unbearably hot and humid. I’ve found far too many ants in my food. 
I’ve cried from both deep seated frustration and utter jubilance in the same day.

I came to Malaysia thinking that I would be able to assimilate to the culture. In 
August, I realized that I came as an outsider, and as much as I tried, I would always 
remain one.

Nevertheless, I would not exchange this year for the world. I scuba-dove through-
out Malaysia, learned to appreciate my community's deep Islamic devotion and 
faith, and shared joyful conversations with friendly strangers.

The highlight of my experience was, by far, my students. I made Anis howl with 
laughter and talked openly with Amar about Judaism. I learned about Ukasyah, 
Haifz, Salam and Afiq’s dreams for the future. I consoled Citi over her parents’ 
recent divorce. I taught Liyana, Izzah and Ain to be brave, confident girls.

These students are what I will remember of Malaysia. Tearing myself away from 
the roots I have grown here will be bittersweet.  //

Pg. 13: Trisha Huynh (third from right) and some of 
her students stand in front of a mural they painted at 
SMA Setiu school in Setiu, Terengganu State, Malaysia, 
where Huynh taught English. Pg. 14 Top: Lanterns 
hang outside a building for Chinese New Year in 
Georgetown, Penang State, Malaysia. middle: A man 
sells flowers at a stall in Brickfields of Kuala Lumpur, 
Malaysia's capital. bottom: Participants of a local 
all-women's Zumba class that Huynh attended in Setiu.
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