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THE YEARS AT MIT - 4 Personal Account

e VU VIET HUNG

Lai Ban Phu Trdch: Anh Vi Viét Hung la
mot than hitu cia LTAHCC. Anh hién la gido
su vé nganh Mechanical Engineering ¢ Pai
Hoc Cal State Long Beach. Thé theo 100 yéu cdu
ctia BPT, anh dd dong ¥ viét bai nay dé chia xé
nhitng kinh nghiém cd nhdn trong lic con di
hoc ¢ MIT. Vi nghi réng tiéng Viét ciaa anh
khéong duoe sudng sé, anh xin dugc viét bdng
tiéng Anh. BPT dd@ nho anh Nguyén Hdi Bdng
phdng dich bai nay dé bé tic thém.

X

People travel different paths in life, and mine
is higher education — a direction that throughout
my yecars of high school and college 1 was both in-
trigued and fascinated with, It was in my last year
at the University of Washington that an engineer-
ing professor told me, “You are a bright young man,
you should go far.” He probably had no idea the
lasting impact that his comment had on me or the
inspiration it would give me to further pursue my
educational goal.

The thought that 1 should write a memoir about
my earlier years as a student has been with me for
some time. In recounting those rugged yet most ful-
filling moments, I realize there exisis a risk of fac-
ing criticism of self-glorifying, but I will try to re-
capture my truest feelings and fondest memories in
this writing.

Near the end of my undergraduate years, en-
trusted with tremendous confidence, I began the ap-
plication process for graduate schools at the Mas-
sachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) and the Uni-
versity of California, Berkeley. I believed that be-
ing a disciplined and studious student was the road
to success in academics. Thus, graduating with hon-
ors and a high grade point average rewarded me with
the acceptance into both highly revered universi-
ties, which paid off for the Iong hours of hard work
and sacrifices. Of course, this led to the difficult
decision of choosing between the two. To deter-
mine which was better for me, I sought advice from
people I knew, whom I thought might have more
experience in this field. After considering the pros
and cons carefully, I concluded that MIT would be
the better choice.

Setting off for Massachusetts with one suitcase
in hand filled with personal belongings, I was ready
to accept the challenge ahead, and I arrived at MIT
in Cambridge in late August 1980. MIT’s tuition
was the most expensive, at that time, among all uni-
versities in the United States. It was a great cost [
would have to endure. But after landing a teaching
assistantship, the burden was lifted off my shoul-
ders. It paid for my tuition, room and board, and
other living expenses. During my assistantship in
the Department of Mechanical Engineering, I had
the opportunity to meet and learn about many fas-
cinating people. One of the interesting persons I met
there was a Miss Hawaii, an undergraduate student
in the department. If you are like most people in-
cluding me, you might be wondering what a beauty
like her doing in a mostly male-dominated mechani-
cal engineering at MIT, right? Well, she was a per-
fect example of that old saying of having born privi-
leged with “both beauty and brains.”

In retrospect, I could see the teaching assistant-
ship had been the seed that soon grew into a teach-
ing ambition. While serving as a teaching assis-
tant, I discovered my passion for helping students
with their work. 1 derived the same enjoyment from
working as a tutor in my undergraduate years, even
without pay. This tiny seed has now grown into a
tree — a career — which I enjoy immensely. Although
[ have often heard people saying that they /ove
teaching, that was probably an exaggerated state-
ment. As for myself, T have realized the univer-
sally accepted truth that teaching is actually the best
way to learn.

The burden of tuition and living expenses in
my second year was also relieved when I earned a
research assistantship. My research involved a
highly sensitive and controversial issue (at that
time): nuclear power plants. Unlike a teaching as-
sistantship, a research assistantship contributed di-
rectly to the student’s dissertation, which ig required
for graduation. At MIT, a dissertation is obliga-
tory at all three degree levels: bachelor, master, and
doctorate. The quality and gquantity of work are, of
course, different at the three levels.

It seemed that male students of MIT were treated
favorably in social settings, especially in the staie
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Truong Pai Hoc MIT nhin tir trén xuong.

of Massachusetts. Margaret Mead, one of the most
famous anthropologists of the 20" century, explains
this social influence: “Men pave sought public
achievement and recognition A. In women’s eyes,
public achicvement makes a man more attractive as
a marriage partner.” Although not all MIT students
were equally bright, most were high achievers. One
of my office mates started his Ph.D. program at the
tender age of 19, and another completed his Ph.D.
degree in one year.

Contrary to the perceived image that MIT stu-
dents spent most of their waking hours studying,
with their noses buried in textbooks, some actoally
enjoyed having a good time. The institute encour-
aged students to experience a well-balanced campus
life by providing the student associations with large
funds to organize and coordinate various social
functions. It might have been an attempt to defy
the negative stereotype that long bestowed on the
students,

The population of MIT students was about eight
thousands then, with approximately half as gradu-

ate students. Of these, about twenty to thirty were
Vietnamese. Most graduate students lived at
Ashdown House — the only school housing for gradu-
ate students. Because space was at a premiom in Cam-
bridge, most students in Ashdown had to share their
rooms.

The basement of the Ashdown House was the
common place for social gatherings. Volunteering
as the house’s reservation officer, I carned the privi-
lege of having my own room as well as having full
access to the basement, One of my fondest college
memories was coordinating parties for the Vietnam-
ese students at MIT and other neighboring univer-
sities, such as Harvard University, Boston Univer-
sity, Northeastern University, and the University of
Massachusetts. These gatherings offered almost
everything from traditional ballroom dancing to live
performances by Vietnamese singers and musicians.

In order 1o succeed at my goal of doing well in
academic and social life, I have developed a method
that proved effective over time. To enjoy fun mo-
ments to the fullest, I study both before and after
the social gatherings. And I met my college sweet-
heart at one of these functions — a dance party at
the University of Massachusetts in Amherst. She
later transferred to Harvard University to pursue her
graduate studies. This not only brought us closer
together, but the MIT-Harvard connection also be-
came better. Reflecting back, I now see that those
instances were probably the happiest times of my
life.

MIT and Harvard are no more than a mile and a
half apart, both located on Massachusetts Avenue.
Cambridge and Boston are separated by a small, nar-
row river called the Charles River, This river can
offer some relaxing moments, but only for those that
are not careless. To take a break from my studies, I
often borrowed a sailboat from the Yacht Club of
MIT to sail along the river bank. Even after 17
years, I can still vividly recall one memorable inci-
dent. While my classmate, a veteran in sailing, was
giving me my first sailing lesson, both he and I made
a grave mistake by pazing at beautiful women who
were sun bathing along the river bank. As we were
distracted by the view, a sirong gust of wind whirled
across, and we were not prepared to react in time.
Needless to say, we werc rather embarrassed when
the boat capsized, with us floating in the middle of
the river. We were fortunate we did not swallow
any of the river’'s water, because I had been told
that the river was so heavily polluted that we would
have suffered serious infections. Nonetheless, it was
an invaluable and unforgettable lesson for us both.

MIT and Harvard have been considered the best
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in the country, in engineering and law, respectively,
and in others as well. The Sloan School of MIT has
been ranked at the top in Business and Management,
although this fact may not be well known to many
people. On the other hand, Harvard University has
topped the charts in areas such as Medicine and Den-
tistry. But there was a joke among the students of
the two aniversitics, “MIT people don’t know how
to read and Harvard people don’t know how to
count.” This showed a contrast of the stereotyping
directed at these students.

With its prestigious reputation and culturally
rich location, MIT has provided me with an enrich-
ing life experience, both academically and socially.
I remember my years there, during the carly 1980s,
with deep appreciation, since having a solid educa-
tion is a crucial step in achieving success . Inremi-
niscing and sharing these cherished moments of my
life with you, I can also keep them alive in me as
well. &

T Thuit Vé Whing Nam Fee O MIT

Mﬁi ngudi trai qua mot doan dudng doi khéc
nhau - doan %udng ciia t6i 13 dai hoc.
Hudng di nay da goi sy chi y va 161 cudn toi
trong sudt thai gian 161 con hoc trung hoc va dai
hoc. Trong nién hoc cudi & trudng dai hoc
Washington & Seattle, mét vi gido su nganh K¥
Su di n6i vt t61 ¢ Anh 1A mot ngudi tré thong
minh, lanh lgi, anh s& cdn tién xa.” éng ta diu
¢6 ngd ring cAu néi nay di ¢ mot tic dung rét
lau dai d6i vai 10i, tao cho 161 su hiing khai dé
theo dudi muc tiéu gido duc. To6i da ting ¢b §
nghi 1a nén vi€ét mot ¢cudn sdach hodi k¥ ndi ve
kinh nghiém ¢4 nhin khi con 12 mdt sinh vién.
K& lai nhitng quing thdi gian cam go nhung day
thoid man nay, toi hidu minh c6 thé bi chi trich
I3 “meéo khen méo dai dudi”, tuy nhién t61 s€ ¢d
ging ghi lai nhitng cam gidc trung thyc nhit
cing nhitng ky niém yéu thich nhit trong bai
nay.

Gan hét nam cubi O dai hoc, v&i tran day g
tin, t61 khdi sy nop don xin vio hoc cao hoc &
vién dai hoc K§ Thuit Massachusetts (MIT) va
dai hoc California & Berkeley, T6i tin riang n€u
tdi chin khé hoc va cé ky ludt, toi s& thanh cong
trén con dudng hoc van, Nho vay, trdi qua biét
bao nhiéu 13 gid hoc miét mai va hy sinh, téi da
ra trudng véi hang danh dy va diém trung binh
cao. Toi duge dén bl biang viéc duge nhan vao

© NGUYEN HAI BANG phéng dich

cd 2 vién dai hoc rdt dugc trong vong nay. Di
nhién 13 su viéc niy dua t16i dén chd phéii quyét
dinh chon mot trong hai trudng - mot quyét dinh
rat khé khian, D€ dinh duge 13 trudng nao tét
hon, t6i da di tim 1&1 khuyén clia nhitng ngudi
quen, nhifng ngudi t61 nghi 12 ¢é6 nhiéu kinh
nghiém vé nganh nay. Sau khi can nhic k¥
ludng nhitng lgi hai, t6i quyét dinh chon MIT.

Khdi hanh di Massachusetts véi mdt va I
day hanh 1§ trén tay, t6i sdn sang chip nhian moi
thit thich trudc mit, va dit chan dén MIT &
Cambridge vao cudi thdng 8 nam 1980. Luc 46
tien hoc & MIT méc nhét trong sO tat ¢ cac dai
hoc & M. Day la mot chi phi rat 16n ma tdi s€
phai chiu. Nhung sau khi xin duge mét chifc phu
giing, ganh nang nay da dugc trit bo khoi doi
vai t6i. Nhd c6 chifc niy, tdi c¢6 db tign dé trd
tién hoc, tién &n &, cling céc chi phi khac. Trong
thi gian lam phy gidng cho Ban K§¥ Thuit Co
Khi, 16i ¢6 co hdi gap g& va hoc hoi vé nhicu
ngudi rat hdp din. Mgt trong nhitng ngudi ding
chi ¥y ma tdi da gip 1A mét ¢6 Hoa Hau Hawaii,
dang theo hoc nginh K§ Su Co Khi, Néu cic ban
gidng nhu da s6 moi ngudi trong dé ¢6 tdi, ¢d
thé ban kho#n tai sao mot ngudi dep nhu vay lai
di hoc nganh Ky Sy Co Khi @ MIT, mdt nganh da
s thong tri bdi dan ong, 1am gi 7 Qua that, ¢6 ta
12 mot thi dy hoan hdo ciha cau thanh ngd xua
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n6i vé nhitng ngudi dugec may min sinh ra véi
“ca sdc dep va b 6¢”

Nghi lai, toi thdy chifc phu gidng 13 mot hat
gidng ndy nd rit nhanh thinh mot sy ham mudn
day hoc. Trong khi lam phu giang, t6i kham pha
ra 14 to1 rdt say mé trong viéc giip dd sinh vién
trong viéc hoc clia ho. T6i cling nit tia dugc
cling mot sy hidng thi khi day kém trong liic con
hoc dai hoc, dit khong duge tra tien. Hat gidng
nhoé bé hic dau gid day da trd thanh mot cay 16n
- mdt nghé nghiép - ma t6i vui thich v6 bién. Va
mic dl thién ha thudng ndi [4 ho yéu nghé day
hoc, t61 nghi ¢6 thé ho néi hoi qui. Ridng t8i, t6i
thdu hidu mat sy that diuge moi ngudi cong nhin
12 muon hoc khong gi bing day hoc.

Ginh nang vé tién hoc va cdc chi phi sinh
hoat trong nam thid hai ciing duge giam bét khi
toi xin duge mot chic phu td vé nghién cifu.
Viéc nghién citu clia toi lién hé dén nhitng nha
‘mdy dién nguyén tilf, lic d6 14 mot van dé rat
nhay cidm va dang dugce tranh ludn s6i ndi.
Khong giéng nhu chic phy giang, viéc phu ta
nghién cifu ddéng gbp tryc tiép vao viéc trinh
luan 4n, day 12 didu kién dé ra truong. O MIT, ci
3 cdp Cl Nhan, Cao Hoc va Tién Si déu phdi
trinh luan 4n. Di nhién I3 phim va lugng deu
khédc biét & méi trinh do.

Cédc nam sinh vién & MIT ¢é vé nhu duge
trong dii trong cdc moi trudng x4 hoi, nhat 13 &
tifu bang Massachusetts. Bid Margaret Mead,
mot trong nhitng nhi nhan ching hoc ndi tiéng
nhdt clha th€ ky 20, gidi thich vé inh hudng xi
hoi nay nhu sau: “ Pan o6ng udn ludn tim kiém
nhifng thanh qud trudc cong ching va sy nhin
nhén clia cdng ching, .... Duéi mit clia ngudi din
ba, su thanh cdng trude cong ching khién cho mot
ngudi dan ong trd nén mot ngudi ban doi hip dan
hon.”

Mic dau khong phii tdt ¢a sinh viéen & MIT déu
théng minh nhit nhau, nhung da sd déu dat dugc
nhilng thanh qua cao. M6t trong nhiing ban cling
s& v&i t0i khdi sy chuong trinh hoc 14y bing Tién
St khi anh ta mé&i von ven ¢é 19 tudi. Mét ngudi
khéc hoan 4t luan dn Tién ST chi trong ¢d 1 nam.

Trdi véi cdi nhin cla moi ngudi cho ring cic
sinh vién & MIT chi bié&t chiii mili vio sich v&, hoc
dém hoc ngiy, mét 8 sinh vién rit mé an choi. Nha
truong khuyén khich cdc sinh vién ¢6 mét 161 song
can bing trong tritdng bing cich cho nhiing hoi sinh
vién rdt nhiéu tién dé ho 8 chifc v ditu hop nhitu
hoat dong xa hoi khdc nhau. C6 thé day 1a mot nd hic

dé chong déi quan niém sai [Am d3 duge gan cho céc
sinh vién tf l4u ciia ngudi ngoal.

Téng s3 sinh vién & MIT hic d6 cé khoing 8000
ngudi voi khodng mét nifa 13 sinh vién cao hoc.
Trong s6 d6 ¢ khoang 20 hay 30 ngudi 14 sinh vién
Viét Nam. Pa s6 cdc sinh vién cao hoc séng &
Ashdown House, chd & trong trudng doc nhét cho
ho. Vi ¢hd & rit khé Kiém & Cambridge, da s6 sinh
vien & Ashdown phai & chung phong v6i nhau.

Tang ham cta Ashdown House thuong dugc
ding cho nhiing budi hop mat. Vi téi tinh nguyén lam
ngudi lo viée dat chd trude cho ngdi nha nay nén tdi
dugc uvu tién ¢6 mot phong riéng cho minh ciing nhu
¢6 todn quyén ra vao ting ham bt cif lic nao, Mot
trong nhing ky niém yéu thich nhit cha t6i khi con
hoc dai hoc 13 viéc diéu hgp nhitng budi lién hoan
cho sinh vién Viét Nam & MIT va cdc trtdng dai hoc
lan cin khic nhnf Harvard, Boston, Northeastern, va
Massachusetts. Nhitng budi lién hoan niy hau nhir ¢6
di thii tif nhilng man phdy dam cho t&i trinh dién
nhac séng vdi cdc ca nhac sT Viét Nam. D¢ dat 161 muc
dich la thanh ctng trong viéc hoc ciing nhy giao thiep
bén ngoai, t61 da nghi ra mot phuong phip duge
ching minh I3 rdt hitu hitu. PE hudng thu t5i da
nhitng gidy phit vui ve, t6i 1o hoc ¢ trude lan sau
nhilng budi hop mat. Vi t6i gap duogc ngudi yéu ciing
trong mot budi hop mat nhy viy - mot dém nhiy dam
tai dai hoc Massachusetts & Amherst. Sau d6 ning
chuyén truomg dé hoc ti€p cao hoc & Harvard.
Chuyén nay khong nhiing dem ching toi lai gan
nhau hon ma lai ¢dn lam cho mdi lién lac gitia MIT
va Harvard tr& nén khing khit hon. Hoi tudng lai, t6i
nhan thdy day 12 nhiing khoang thdi gian ¢é 1€ hanh
phiic nhat trong doi tol

Céa MIT lan Harvard déu ndm trén dudng Massa-
chusetts, cdch nhan khong tGi 1.5 miles. Hai thanh
pho Cambridge va Boston bi ngén cich bdi mot con
song nhd va hep goi 13 song Charles. Con song nay
¢6 thé dem lai nhitng gidy phit thodi m4i néu moi
ngudsi ditng cAu tha. PE tam nghi gidi lao sau khi hoc
bii, t6i thuong muon mot chiéc thuyén budm tif hoi
thuyén budm ctia MIT d€ di doc theo dong song nay.
Mic dau sau 17 nam, t6i van con nhé rd rang mot
chuyén ddng nhd di xdy ra. Khi anh ban hoc cia 1oi,
mot ngudi di choi thuyén buom tif 1au, day toi bai hoc
dau tién vé cach l4i thuyén budm, chiing t6i pham
phai mét 161 Iam trim trong 13 cling chim chi ngim
nhin nhiing ngudi dan ba dep dang nim tim ning
doc theo b song. Trong khi bi ldng trf vi hinh anh
ndy, mot con gioé tat qua va thdi that manh lam cho
chiing to6i khong phdn dng kip. Khdi can phai néi,



