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00:00:00:01 - 00:00:03:28
Lori Lopez
Please tell me your name and when you were at UW Madison.

00:00:04:01 - 00:00:12:15
Thida Chong
Okay, So. Hi, my name is Thida Chong. I started in Madison in September of 2017. I graduated May 2021.

00:00:12:18 - 00:00:14:07
Lori Lopez
Okay. And what did you study?

00:00:14:08 - 00:00:18:28
Thida Chong
I studied finance, with certificates in developmental economics and Spanish.

00:00:19:00 - 00:00:22:24
Lori Lopez
Okay. And what kinds of activities were you involved with?

00:00:22:27 - 00:00:49:03
Thida Chong
So I was the president of Sigma Lambda Gamma National, Inc.. I was. The president of the Lao and Cambodian Student Association, and I served as the finance chair for Melanin Speaking, which is a art magazine for students of color. And I was the budget analyst for I Am Here, which was a student brand initiative. It was like a clothing apparel company that focused on diaspora in the United States.

00:00:49:06 - 00:00:51:00
Thida Chong
Okay.

00:00:51:02 - 00:00:59:14
Lori Lopez
And how do you identify? I would say, like, whatever categories are, like, most important to you.

00:00:59:22 - 00:01:01:17
Thida Chong
Like my ethnicity or. Yeah.

00:01:01:17 - 00:01:05:18
Lori Lopez
I mean, including this you if you want to say other categories, that's fine.

00:01:05:21 - 00:01:14:20
Thida Chong
I identify as Cambodian American. I identify it as a queer femme person. And I also have a disability.

00:01:14:23 - 00:01:16:02
Lori Lopez
Ok, see there's lots of identities.

00:01:16:02 - 00:01:18:26
Thida Chong
That’s a very broad question.

00:01:18:26 - 00:01:33:10
Lori Lopez
I know, it’s so broad, but if you just limit it to what I think is important, you could be missing out on things. Okay, Let's talk about your activism. So I know this could just end up being like, tell the story you want the way you want to tell it.

00:01:33:11 - 00:01:39:04
Lori Lopez
How did you get involved with activism around the culture center slash student center?

00:01:39:12 - 00:02:04:11
Thida Chong
So my freshman year, I was part of the Lao and Cambodian Student Association, and that was the first year we did the APIDA Heritage Month and the summer before I started there was a person named Riley Tsang and they had the idea to make a cultural center for students. So they were looking for people to support this thing. And I was like, I'm a freshman and I want to have friends.

00:02:04:13 - 00:02:36:04
Thida Chong
So I was like, okay, Riley, let me help you do this. And that's when I was in charge of our Facebook page, which was called UW APIDA Voices, because we basically, through research, um, Shannon and Riley had done a lot of research on the campus climate, and we discovered that the AP, the diaspora on campus really decentralized. So that's why we wanted to have UW APIDA voices to try to bring our community together, because we realized that this movement can only happen if we're working together.

00:02:36:05 - 00:03:04:13
Thida Chong
And it kind of expanded because we started working with the Latino community as well, and the indigenous community on campus to try to, like, move together in creating these two spaces. And we also wanted to make sure that we could preserve the native house on campus, which it's actually I don't know what happened with that because after I graduated it was still kind of an open end, but we wanted to make sure we're unified in our efforts because the administration really tried to split up.

00:03:04:15 - 00:03:08:03
Thida Chong
And we know that we're stronger when we work together.

00:03:08:05 - 00:03:18:20
Lori Lopez
Okay. So let's start with your APIDA voices Facebook group. Like, what were some of the ways that you accomplished your goals with that?

00:03:18:22 - 00:03:48:00
Thida Chong
So I know that we had we would do like I don't know what you would call, like photojournalism, where we would take pictures of different opinions students. And because we want to show that like APIDA on campus is very heterogeneous. So something that we got feedback for with a lot of Asian Americans did not feel included in the Asian American community on campus.

00:03:48:02 - 00:04:12:01
Thida Chong
So we had the Asian American Student Union and it was really like heavily East Asian. So Southeast Asian, Asian, American and Pacific Islanders really felt like they were included in that. So that's why we wanted to do it for journalism so we could include Desi Americans, but also mixed diaspora like mixed Asian students. So just by highlighting different like faces and stuff within the community, we had a lot of good feedback.

00:04:12:01 - 00:04:44:08
Thida Chong
People saying like, I've never been seen before in the Asian American community, and this page is like, What you're doing for me? And then I also did another like art slash story, like written story journalism, where I explored this idea of international students identified Asian American even though they weren't citizens, because they basically had come here from a young age and was were raised in the States but never got their citizenship.

00:04:44:11 - 00:05:14:18
Thida Chong
And do we still classify them as like, Asian American? So it was very interesting to see all these people that felt just like Asian American category. And that was really our goal. And and she'll always be the page as an actor any more by using it to, like, unify our community. We had a stronger we were able to more strongly demand that we deserve a space because there's this whole community that has felt unseen for so long.

00:05:14:20 - 00:05:19:15
Lori Lopez
Did you talk explicitly about if do student center on the page, or was it just more about them?

00:05:19:18 - 00:05:40:20
Thida Chong
No, it was more about community. So we created this with the goal that it would kind of give us data and anecdotes to support why we need a center. But it was never like we're doing this for the center, because even if we couldn't provide a physical space for the student, we could at least provide them a virtual space where they can express how they feel.

00:05:40:23 - 00:05:53:14
Lori Lopez
I got it. I think Sorry to. Okay, So. And this is all when you were a first year. Yes. You got a bob. So from right from the beginning.

00:05:53:14 - 00:05:56:09
Thida Chong
It's Riley and have that magic.

00:05:56:11 - 00:05:57:16
Lori Lopez
How did you meet Riley?

00:05:57:23 - 00:06:21:15
Thida Chong
How did I meet Riley? So Riley was best friends, but Brandon, who bonded and he was part of the Lao Cambodian Student Association. So Riley invited me to their apartment for and chef. And I was really bad because of about 21. So they reason up for this in the video? Well, it was like a competition of who could cook the best food but like, well, drunk.

00:06:21:20 - 00:06:28:04
Thida Chong
And that's how I met Riley. And I was like, Do you want to do this with Meanwhile, we were both intoxicated. I like, Yeah.

00:06:28:07 - 00:06:38:17
Lori Lopez
Let's do it. That's really funny. Okay, so you start with the friendship. And at that stage, had Riley started organizing for the Athena Student Center, or was it just like.

00:06:38:18 - 00:06:59:05
Thida Chong
It was like. So the only people that really had this idea in their head right the beginning with Riley and Gabe, because at the time Gabe was the director of that machine. So Riley escaped. Why don't you have APIDA center? And you're like, Well, why don't you do it? So that's kind of how it started. And it slowly started to build more and more.

00:06:59:07 - 00:07:21:13
Thida Chong
And I'm actually happy that we ran into a lot of obstacles because if it wasn't for these obstacles, we idea wouldn't have gotten bigger. Because I think that reason we was like, we just want a space. But we didn't really think about what does it mean to have a space and how do we make it purposeful. Like because you can give anyone or would be like, here you go, But does it mean anything?

00:07:21:16 - 00:07:24:01
Thida Chong
So I'm happy that things happened the way they did.

00:07:24:03 - 00:07:26:13
Lori Lopez
So tell me about some of those obstacles.

00:07:26:15 - 00:07:42:14
Thida Chong
So one, we were told that there was enough space on campus and we were really looking at the North mezzanine because they were just empty conference rooms that were almost never used. But we were told there wasn't space. And then the other thing that we were told it was that there are too many demands from students of color.

00:07:42:14 - 00:08:12:04
Thida Chong
So were we just supposed to like who was administration to give priority to because we're all having the demand, which is why we made the TCC, which was a cross-cultural coalition. So with was US indigenous community, the black community and a community or the Latino community. And we came together and we actually met with Lori Quan, Patrick Santos and Gabe Hofmeyr to make our list of demands.

00:08:12:09 - 00:08:53:16
Thida Chong
And we showed them that we are in community with one another and they cannot separate us on racial and ethnic lines because everyone wanted this for the intellectually and the indigenous community. Because even though the PCC already existed, a black man was giving us our backing because they knew how important to have space and they had benefited from their own space, they knew what we needed, but something else that we did, we shot the campus climate survey and it was very interesting because when we questioned why we didn't have a center yet, the answer was that the black community had faced really egregious racism on campus, which is why we were granted a space.

00:08:53:18 - 00:09:25:01
Thida Chong
And I thought that answer was so offensive because why do we have to face this horrible racism? And this was pre-COVID. So all these Asian hate crimes hadn't come out, and this was pre Trump administration. So obviously we didn't have the crisis of the border yet, but we were basically being told that we need more racism to happen to us in order for us to have a safe space on campus.

00:09:25:01 - 00:09:49:01
Thida Chong
So it was an admission that the BTC was reactive versus be proactive and we wanted a proactive space, protect ourselves and have somewhere to go to when we do feel unsafe on campus, which we already had felt unsafe on campus. We just wanted from where we can be community with one another because even though we have them, see there is something that's different with be with your own affinity group.

00:09:49:03 - 00:09:54:27
Thida Chong
And that was like more broad, which is great. We need both spaces.

00:09:54:29 - 00:10:15:00
Lori Lopez
Yeah, definitely. I would love to go back to some of the planning media and the idea of you guys kind of growing the conversation around this. So how did you get your students support for this idea that Riley had with Gabe?

00:10:15:02 - 00:10:43:11
Thida Chong
So I'm trying to think so. We originally had it was Shannon Riley and me. We're kind of like the main people, and I was really lucky to buy the Land Companies Association at the time because they really had my back. So basically all of CSA was like, Okay, we're on board with this. Will help. And then I know that Hannah Lee reached out and she helped.

00:10:43:14 - 00:11:14:03
Thida Chong
But basically how we grew, which was that while we were putting UW voices, people were like, We want to be involved in this. We want to contribute to whatever this is. And then we had the Heritage Month. So while we were planning for them was like, Hey, if you like this, you know, it'd be great cultural center. So as we kind of gave the Asian American diaspora on campus community, we were like, Hey, we have this community, where are we going to put this community?

00:11:14:03 - 00:11:38:08
Thida Chong
Like, which space are we going to give this community to? And then like I said before, when we started to face opposition from administration, because they saw that for the first time we were more centralized and we ever had been, we had to make coalition with other affinity groups like racial groups on campus. So that's kind of how it grew to like a bigger thing because.

00:11:38:11 - 00:12:11:07
Thida Chong
All right, let's make that about how we have a bigger thing, because we wanted to like, show the administration that they couldn't divide us. So that's how we're trying to grow is just that I think that Riley did a really strategic he really showed they really were strategically planned. Some things. Okay. Yeah, they really strategically planned well of aligning our mission with the first ever Heritage Month with the Cultural center because when people really started to enjoy these events, they wanted more of them.

00:12:11:07 - 00:12:29:19
Thida Chong
But because obviously Heritage Month is an all year round, they knew that they could get these types of events to a contrast. So after the collaboration really established, like we really did see those type of events coming out. So it was kind of a nice fruition of everything that we had in our mind.

00:12:29:21 - 00:12:38:17
Lori Lopez
Yeah. Anything else from those like early planning days and strategizing sessions and debates with the administration that you want to get into.

00:12:38:19 - 00:12:39:18
Thida Chong
And I think both.

00:12:39:18 - 00:12:44:03
Lori Lopez
Things, Yeah, absolutely. I don't go for out.

00:12:44:06 - 00:13:16:21
Thida Chong
Of time my current experience with Lori Bourquin and I wasn't in that meeting because we only concern my people. But I'm sure Riley spoke to this as well, that the administration was getting a lot of lists of demands from different shades of color. So I know that the Hmong shouldn't wanted their certificate. The indigenous house was going to be torn down and then obviously the lighting and the student center and basically Lori said like, oh, well, what are we going to do, like pull a name out of had to choose And we were just told there's not enough, there's not enough, there's not enough.

00:13:16:21 - 00:13:39:10
Thida Chong
I really felt like this is really like a moment of they were really exercising like white supremacy and privilege to be like, you need to fight for Crown. But at the financing, I really dug into the budget and what we were spending our money on at the university and just so much money went to our sports programs and supporting empty spaces on campus.

00:13:39:13 - 00:14:08:24
Thida Chong
But the reality was that when along came donations, they get to choose where those donations go. So we were getting all this money, but the administration was like telling their donation is a priority to support multicultural spaces. And even when the Centers for Creative Karla split MSU budget for their budget and student center budget so that we didn't have our own budget, we're offering on a really small one.

00:14:08:26 - 00:14:34:14
Thida Chong
I think they were just like really frustrating because they end up giving us the spaces and they kept delaying remodeling because of all these reasons that I can't even remember what they are because they were just not legitimate reasons. So we did have these conference rooms. We had a soft opening and I think that he thought he really tried to do a good job at like buying us furniture and trying to make it like look nicer.

00:14:34:14 - 00:14:57:23
Thida Chong
But they were sort of conference rooms, like they're definitely not what they are today. So I think that they were really giving us like a little at each time to appease us, but we never really got what we wanted while I was like on campus and something that I was really worried about when we started this, but that we were going to stop at these spaces.

00:14:57:26 - 00:15:29:14
Thida Chong
And I used to call them like startup centers, because I really do have a dream that they'll be able to be bigger and like ask you to foster PCC because right now they're a lot smaller in scale. But at the same time, I feel like the administration now that has happened, they're really flexing like, Hey, we did this great thing, but they really only given us the bare minimum and it's really the MSE and the communities of color and campus that have really flex their muscles to do the heavy lifting to create the center for what they are.

00:15:29:16 - 00:15:46:03
Lori Lopez
Definitely. I was also thinking about how when you're in these meetings with the administration, what it feels like to be a student and to feel like there's they're saying things that are unfair or wrong or whatever and like what was it like to be a student and feel like you had to speak to administration?

00:15:46:03 - 00:16:08:13
Thida Chong
So I'm like 18, 18, 19 at this time. I just graduate from high school. I'm in my first year on campus and I was also a campus cancer scholar. So I really I had a full ride to go to UW and I really had this like fear because Patterson doesn't try to run program. They were going to take away my scholarship if I spoke too much.

00:16:08:16 - 00:16:27:00
Thida Chong
But the main thing that we were being told was like, the message is enough, so why are we complaining? But it really paints the office of color monolithic and we have all the same experience despite our racial backgrounds. And it really hurt my feelings because, like I came here, I had big dreams, like I really want to come to the school.

00:16:27:00 - 00:16:55:06
Thida Chong
And I was like, Wow. Madison So inclusive for like giving me this scholarship for students of color. And then just to realize the administration doesn't actually care about you as a person of color. They just want to use you like a poster child. They want to use you from the numbers. And I remember how I think in my sophomore year there was the I Am UW launch and there was a lot of students of color, students of color on these posters like I am UW, I am this, I have this.

00:16:55:09 - 00:17:17:23
Thida Chong
And I knew every single one of those students on the posters. And every time a student of color was posted in any publication that UW me and my friends knew them because that's how small the population we were. So for them to flex all these things like, Hey, we have an embassy and it's great, but really underneath they don't really care as much as they say they are.

00:17:17:26 - 00:17:35:19
Thida Chong
It was really hurtful and actually hard to hear. So I think that's why I experienced so much burnout early, a lot like early on in my career, because like Shannon and Riley, they were at the end of their college career. So they kind of had this idea of like, Oh, we kind of knew this, but I was like white.

00:17:35:19 - 00:17:52:29
Thida Chong
I was like, I'm ready to achieve my dreams. And it's just to be like, almost like shot down immediately from my freshman year. And it did feel my activism moving forward in my career. So I think that's why I was able to accomplish a lot of things. I was able to accomplish my undergrad years, but I also fell like really jaded towards the end.

00:17:52:29 - 00:18:09:22
Thida Chong
So I remember during my junior year, people would ask me things like when the homecoming video came out like, What are you going to do about it? Are you going to organize? Like specifically asking me? I honestly just didn't want to do anything because I was like, I'm tired. Like, it was a disappointed, not surprised kind of thing.

00:18:09:25 - 00:18:29:24
Thida Chong
And I really had just felt like everything I anything I could do was futile. So I think that I think that in the beginning of my college career, it gave me kind of a negative outlook on my activism for the rest of the year. And obviously it bounced back from that. Now, not I graduated, but it was definitely tough to see that so early on.

00:18:29:26 - 00:18:45:00
Lori Lopez
Yeah, So it sounds like your burnout made you not want to engage in activism or not. The only impact of that kind of feeling of burnout or did it impact like your studies and everything else?

00:18:45:05 - 00:19:06:20
Thida Chong
Well, yeah. I mean, I had professors like that were really like my crew aggressive in my classes and it really felt like, what can I do? Like even if I write a report online and this is something that was brought up to when we talked to the new dean of students, I forgot her name, Lawrence Laurie, too. Right.

00:19:06:22 - 00:19:10:03
Lori Lopez
There's a like I said to students.

00:19:10:06 - 00:19:33:10
Thida Chong
Christina Yes, yes. When we were talking to her, we were basically talking about the hate and bias report that like, I didn't want to blame bias reporting because basically he's going, Oh, my professor will know it's me because there's only so many students of color in classes, only so many students of color that you send these comments to.

00:19:33:12 - 00:19:54:08
Thida Chong
So if I put this, hey, banks reporting, they're going to know it's me. And when the professor like the why they call it the course evaluation payment, then a semester, I didn't put it in. I was like, hey, this person is like really has a lot of anti-Asian racism and they have a lot of rhetoric, but they say their class to their student because I was like, I'll never see this person.

00:19:54:08 - 00:20:14:02
Thida Chong
I guess it doesn't affect my grades, but I kind of felt like this system wasn't created for us to flourish, especially like at UW, what I experienced. So it did hurt my academics because I just kind of like when I read these things that happen, I just kind of give up because it's like I'm just going to get my grades and I'm just going to move on.

00:20:14:02 - 00:20:31:06
Thida Chong
Like to me, didn't feel like it was worth fighting, especially like when professors are supposed to be the ones that are teaching us and like helping us grow and they don't even know how to culturally like or culturally, constantly like, speak to students. Like, what's the point to Oh.

00:20:31:09 - 00:20:34:00
Lori Lopez
That sounds awful. I'm so sorry. I know. It's okay. I mean.

00:20:34:04 - 00:20:55:29
Thida Chong
I know the administrative the administration is not going to hold them accountable because even if I put a biased report in what's really going to come of it, especially if they're a tenured professor, like nothing's going to happen to it. And it's not just UW. It's like all these systems of white supremacy, making sure these people stay in power and the positions where they are for sure.

00:20:56:01 - 00:21:07:06
Lori Lopez
Okay, Let's talk about then the students that are starting. Did you feel like any sense of victory and accomplishment that they're that they didn't give you? And if you just said.

00:21:07:08 - 00:21:32:05
Thida Chong
I think I was really happy for my friends that were happy. But like I was saying before, in my heart, I really felt like I was scared that we were going to be stuck in these spaces like forever and we were never going to get out because originally we really wanted the Wisconsin ABC Downstairs to be the cultural center, but we kind of settled but the mezzanine because we're like, Oh, it's smaller, so maybe they'll just given to us.

00:21:32:07 - 00:22:00:15
Thida Chong
So it did feel exciting to have something, I guess, especially with Daniel and Talib coming into their roles, it kind of felt more like legitimate. So it was exciting, but for me personally, I was kind of scared. But I really try to like hide those feelings because everyone else was so excited. I really felt like my older peers were in a rush to create these centers because they want to see them come to fruition before they graduated.

00:22:00:18 - 00:22:29:10
Thida Chong
But if it was up to me, if I could go back in time, I feel like I would want to extend this out longer because my senior year, something very interesting happened is I was the treasurer for the Multicultural Council and we wanted a multicultural Greek council space and we got it real easily and like the Divine nine plot, I think three eight campus mall.

00:22:29:13 - 00:22:53:25
Thida Chong
Okay, that also happened like quite easily. So I don't know if it's that we've paved the way for these other spaces to be created without much fight and even to a point where they're being offered to students of color or it was just like, maybe we were asking the wrong people. We were going about the wrong way, because I just felt I was seeing all these other things come so much easier than what we had to go through.

00:22:53:27 - 00:23:15:08
Thida Chong
So I'm like, just if I had to go back in time, I would fight for a bigger space because I've seen other people do it now. But again, like that was when I was a freshman and these spaces came about once the senior. So there's also three years in between these things. So these could have changed and maybe it was our sacrifices that made these spaces easier to come about.

00:23:15:11 - 00:23:18:01
Thida Chong
It's kind of like the chicken or the egg, you know?

00:23:18:04 - 00:23:22:28
Lori Lopez
Okay, yeah. So then did you make use of the student.

00:23:22:28 - 00:23:41:10
Thida Chong
Center at all the space? Oh, I always studied in me. That was my space. I fought for the space and I won't be here. I took naps in that couch and it was like, nice because it was just a space. But we could just be and it was kind of more away from, like, the embassy. So it was like, more private.

00:23:41:11 - 00:23:50:16
Thida Chong
It it's like, fine. And we had a lot of like free food there, which feels like a really great opportunity for community and things like that. And I know for MGC we use the spaces a lot too.

00:23:50:18 - 00:24:01:03
Lori Lopez
Okay. Yeah. And are there other events that you remember happening in those spaces? I'm trying to remember, or in most accounts, because.

00:24:01:05 - 00:24:33:10
Thida Chong
I remember one event that we had, because I know we had the shop open. I remember that for sure we did. Or, you know, like hang up all of the little cranes everywhere. And then I know that what about the nation to remain the Chicago? I can't remember. I have Oh, my God. It that's how I know we did events there, especially doing a piece of Heritage Month Daniel and have gotten a lot of great events in the center I just I can't remember.

00:24:33:13 - 00:24:35:25
Lori Lopez
What topic I mean what year did you graduate.

00:24:36:01 - 00:24:37:15
Thida Chong
Talked about 21.

00:24:37:17 - 00:24:40:25
Lori Lopez
21. Okay. So, so it opened.

00:24:40:28 - 00:24:44:10
Thida Chong
This shop, opened like my sophomore year.

00:24:44:12 - 00:24:47:02
Lori Lopez
And then the next year, 10th started.

00:24:47:04 - 00:24:48:11
Thida Chong
Getting to have started my.

00:24:48:13 - 00:24:55:24
Lori Lopez
Junior year. And then the pandemic was halfway through your junior year. Yes. And you're graduating while you're fully.

00:24:55:27 - 00:24:57:19
Thida Chong
In construction.

00:24:57:21 - 00:25:08:23
Lori Lopez
And the pandemic? Yeah, because I mentioned it was kind of not open during that whole year. Yeah. Even though it happened. And. Daniel, we're working. Yeah, it was just all like virtual programing.

00:25:08:26 - 00:25:12:01
Thida Chong
So maybe not. Maybe that's why I can't remember anything.

00:25:12:03 - 00:25:20:23
Lori Lopez
Yeah, I mean, that totally makes sense, because the events were probably virtual for your last year and a half. Yeah.

00:25:20:25 - 00:25:31:08
Thida Chong
Probably. Oh, I went, Okay, well, I went back for graduation, like recently, this past graduation, and I am so beautiful. I loved it and I was so happy.

00:25:31:10 - 00:25:33:25
Lori Lopez
Is that closer to the dream that you had for it?

00:25:33:29 - 00:25:57:26
Thida Chong
Definitely, yes. Because they changed the carpet. The carpet was really ugly. So once they changed the carpet and especially more like in lockdown, that wall between the two smaller conference rooms, the I'm trying to remember which side for the shoot center. Right. It definitely became like a bigger space for them. What it was. I know that we were thinking up the timeline like you get into a flat.

00:25:57:28 - 00:25:59:09
Thida Chong
I think that would be really nice too.

00:25:59:14 - 00:26:00:24
Lori Lopez
That is a good idea. Yeah.

00:26:00:24 - 00:26:03:21
Thida Chong
Because publishing that you wanted to do something like that. Yeah.

00:26:03:26 - 00:26:21:25
Lori Lopez
Yeah. Okay. So outside of space issues, like you wanted it to be a nicer, bigger space, are there other, like structural issues that you feel like would make it more what you all had originally envisioned for?

00:26:21:28 - 00:26:51:04
Thida Chong
Well, to me, so since graduating, I've become a part time wheelchair user because I have my chronic pain has gotten worse since undergrad. And when I went to go visit back in May, I had brought my wheelchair and I feel like it's not that accessible now that I realized it because, I mean, I'm trying to think about the BTC because the BTC, the ramp, you can go to the front and there's the ramp in the back and you can go to the back for this one for the north mezzanine.

00:26:51:04 - 00:27:08:08
Thida Chong
If you take the ramp all the way back and it's like all the storage closets and it's kind of scary and there's bugs, then you take the elevator all the way up, but then if you want to go to the embassy to take the elevator all the way back down and then go to the other elevator to go to that machine.

00:27:08:10 - 00:27:31:16
Thida Chong
So that's something that I think is definitely a my image is that it's not that accessible for wheelchair users. And obviously, I had never thought of that when I was an undergrad because I was more able bodied than him. But that's definitely something I would like to see, even if it's not necessarily if it's still have to be in that space in the future.

00:27:31:19 - 00:27:55:27
Thida Chong
Find something to make the MSE and the PITA and the location really more connected. But something else that we were talking about, the reason we like Wisconsin ABC better is because then the BTC and the P10 could all be together on one floor. Because in embassy especially I really see a divide between the black community and the other communities of color on campus.

00:27:56:00 - 00:28:18:03
Thida Chong
And we have a huge physical divide between us now and that's the message we really have to go through three floors to like even be together. So I think that if we could all be on the same floor or there's some type of accessibility between all these floors, it would be nicer. And I know it's like a historical building, so it's like really hard to make these different kinds of changes.

00:28:18:06 - 00:28:22:29
Thida Chong
But that's something that I would hope for, is just have a more cohesive space.

00:28:23:02 - 00:28:38:12
Lori Lopez
Yeah, that makes a lot of sense. I hadn't thought about that either. Let's talk about Ted as a coordinator, because I know you are on this committee to help hire him and then you got to see his impact in your time two years.

00:28:38:14 - 00:28:44:15
Thida Chong
So I, I don't think I was on search committee for Ted. You were. I was on the search committee for Carly. I don't. Oh.

00:28:44:18 - 00:29:07:07
Lori Lopez
Oh, okay. I don't mind. Based on you still has that time you went because I think Riley and Shannon graduated before Ted started. Yes. So they just saw, like, the opening and then it was just Riley as an intern. Yeah, but you got to go from, like, no to center. Yeah. One that was actually staffed. Yes. Do you want to talk a little bit about what different staffing they had?

00:29:07:08 - 00:29:39:11
Thida Chong
So I remember Riley. He or they were the first ever APIDA. She like APIDA designated intern because obviously we have a student center then. And they were sort out, they were so stressed all the time because everything that PITA related fell on their shoulders. So to see not just one new intern come in, but also a staff member, because that was something we were often really fighting for, was to have full time staff members, was that this place was like a great relief.

00:29:39:11 - 00:30:00:24
Thida Chong
And I was like, Daniel will never have to go through what we went through, because when you have that kind of burnout in it, it doesn't just affect our physical mental health effects of studies. And that's the whole reason that we were at UW to get our bachelor's degree. I think when you're a student activist, it's for easy to forget that, like I am here to get my bachelor's degree and not to solve all the problems in the world.

00:30:00:27 - 00:30:33:09
Thida Chong
So I think that by having a full time staff member especially really took that from like an idea to something permanent and real, because the reality is that we have a short shelf life of students, so we have 4 to 6 years before we leave. And a lot of that ambition lays with us too. But for someone there, for there to be someone that we can give our ideas and passion to, and we know that they will be able to carry that on to the next generation of students with really a comforting feeling.

00:30:33:12 - 00:30:43:18
Thida Chong
And I know Tesla and Daniel graduated that, but I think that can be such a great foundation for whoever is going to take his spot, which I don't know if someone did or any. Not yet.

00:30:43:20 - 00:30:48:14
Lori Lopez
I'm starting to search at the start of the job is posted. Okay. So we'll start hiring soon.

00:30:48:16 - 00:31:05:05
Thida Chong
Yeah, I think that's like I thought it was great and I really like Tab. I think Tab was so open to learning, but at the same time really comfortable with taking the lead. On his own vision of what he wanted the center to be.

00:31:05:08 - 00:31:17:00
Lori Lopez
Yeah, of course. And then you want to talk a little bit about the pandemic interruption, like what happened to the center from the student perspective during the pandemic.

00:31:17:02 - 00:31:40:11
Thida Chong
Honestly, the students were not on my mind during the pandemic. But I think when we talk about Asian students, it was a really scary time for all of us because we couldn't gather physically and we had so much like anti-Asian hate and racism on the street. So I don't know. I feel like I can't answer those questions. Like it was just wasn't on my mind.

00:31:40:13 - 00:31:58:13
Thida Chong
I was really just thinking about my own survival, not not just from like getting in and getting sick because this was pre vaccine time, but also just like I have to go to the grocery store, I don't have to go outside. Will I be, Hey, grand. And that was really cool. That was like the forefront of my mind.

00:31:58:13 - 00:32:04:07
Thida Chong
And I know that's really how a lot of Asian Americans and my Asian students in general have felt the time.

00:32:04:09 - 00:32:23:08
Lori Lopez
I know I so I don't know if it's like ironic or tragic or what, but that you had known like that proactive idea of putting together a safe space for Asian students before they get attacked or whatever. There was a horrible incident. You don't how important that was. And then you got it. And then that was just like scooped away.

00:32:23:09 - 00:32:36:12
Lori Lopez
Yet when there were so many attacks on Asian students. Yeah, but like, still wasn't a space for students to come together and get support or support each other when right when they needed it. Just such tragedy. Yeah, I.

00:32:36:12 - 00:32:44:21
Thida Chong
Think that was a hard time for all students of color because that messy was like where we all want to feel safe and to be with our friends. And now we can gather in person. So it's really.

00:32:44:21 - 00:32:52:10
Lori Lopez
Isolating. Yeah. And the feeling of virtual programing to like, stand in for that. Well, at that point.

00:32:52:10 - 00:33:10:10
Thida Chong
We all had like what they call, like empathy. It's like I was on my classes, I was working virtually my part time job. So when they were these like workshopping, I was like, I really just want to, like, close my eyes and not look at a screen. So I felt like was I was really compelled to go do something.

00:33:10:12 - 00:33:31:03
Thida Chong
I wouldn't go. And like, I do feel like kind of guilty because I know that Daniel and have put a lot of effort into their programing, but it's like different than like, Oh, well, I'm going to go because all my friends are going and I get to see my friends in person. And I felt like when I was going to virtual events, I had to be really purposeful because we were all so tired from being on our laptop fully.

00:33:31:06 - 00:33:39:18
Lori Lopez
Yeah, that doesn't make sense. Okay, so then you graduated. What did you do after you graduated?

00:33:39:21 - 00:33:42:28
Thida Chong
Like, immediately you were like, What I'm doing right now.

00:33:43:00 - 00:33:46:09
Lori Lopez
Whatever story you want to tell from graduation to now.

00:33:46:11 - 00:34:18:03
Thida Chong
So right now I am working at Discover Financial Services. I'm a part of this is called Oranges, which are employee relational groups. So I'm part of a pattern which is that Asian Pacific Islander no, I don't remember what the stands were, but a pamphlet You're due for Asian employees. I'm part of Pride, which is the charity for queer employees, and then I'm part of STRIVE, which is the ERG for disabled employees.

00:34:18:05 - 00:34:42:25
Thida Chong
And I'm also part of this year I'm which is corporate risk management, which is a department I work in, the DNI. So really, I've taken my activism with me into the workplace because I'm spearheading a mentorship program for disabled employees because there's actually a lot of accessibility issues in the office, too, that when I take my wheelchair in, I have issues with accessing like the bathrooms, doors and things like that.

00:34:42:27 - 00:35:05:18
Thida Chong
And a lot of disabled employees, I feel like really excluded from things because they feel like they have to hide their disability. So I really want to form this mentorship program to be like, you don't have to hide your disability because I used to, well, even like during undergrad, if I talk about my chronic pain, I wasn't not in pain, I just hit it because I want to be like normal.

00:35:05:20 - 00:35:29:18
Thida Chong
So since graduating actually went to New Orleans right after I graduate with my three sisters and there was a lot of walking, obviously, and I was like, I cannot walk. So I rented a wheelchair and that changed my life. I was like, Wait, I can get some places without being in pain. So that has really fuel. I think my next wave of activism is just like I think that people with disabilities are so often forgotten.

00:35:29:18 - 00:35:53:22
Thida Chong
And I have all these intersectional identities. So that's really what I've been doing. And I think that right now more than ever, there's a lot of activism to be done, like as a fat person with Roe v Wade and like gun control because like Highland Park where you live or. Right for right here. And I had friends at that parade.

00:35:53:24 - 00:36:18:23
Thida Chong
So it's like really terrifying for all these things to go through. So since graduating to now, I think that my life is a lot quieter now and I definitely have to be more strategic with the way I do my activism because I work in corporate America. I can't really be like, burn it down, like I was an undergrad or or like, I'll get an administrator because I might get fired.

00:36:18:26 - 00:36:36:04
Thida Chong
But I think it's really opened my eyes, like how nuanced activism is when you're more in the work force versus when you kind of have less to lose. I guess in your undergrad. That's really cool. Yeah, that was like, so rambling.

00:36:36:06 - 00:36:46:00
Lori Lopez
Oh, that was a great answer because I was going to ask you how it impacted what you're doing. And it just that was Oh, so what you're saying now is how when you learned you take it with you and how it's evolving over time.

00:36:46:08 - 00:36:48:21
Thida Chong
Yeah. And what's next? What's next.

00:36:48:21 - 00:36:50:00
Lori Lopez
For me? Yeah.

00:36:50:03 - 00:37:10:16
Thida Chong
So I am planning on going to graduate school, study business analytics, and I actually at Discover we had a D and AI workshop, so we have a D and I work for it and I always never believed in corporate D and I was like, It's fake if that helping anybody. But we actually just opened an office in Chatham.

00:37:10:16 - 00:37:31:17
Thida Chong
So the South side of Chicago, and we only employ people that live in that area and it's given jobs to thousands of residents that live in Chatham. And those are primarily like black Americans. And to me, like we're fundamentally change people's lives because now they have benefits, they have full time jobs and their full time income. And we're looking for another place to open our office.

00:37:31:17 - 00:38:01:01
Thida Chong
And we also have initiatives to hire more black and Latino employees and more employees. But in our diversity and I feel like having this job has changed my life because I wear my personal college degrees and the income I make from this I never even imagined, you know. So I know that other people that will get a job this discover with benefits because like my insurance is so good now, like I just could go anywhere.

00:38:01:03 - 00:38:21:20
Thida Chong
It's changed my life. I know it will change your life. So I actually want to go into corporate D and I know because I realize how impactful it can be when it's done right. I really am inspired by the way Discovery is doing it, because I think a lot of companies just talk the talk. But I think this guy was really investing their money in correctly, like in 2020.

00:38:21:20 - 00:38:53:03
Thida Chong
They don't need $25 million to black owned businesses, despite obviously all the backlash they get from their conservative consumers. And during the pandemic, they froze a lot of credit card payments because they know they knew their consumers and their customers couldn't afford to pay them. And I was like, those are material things to these to our customers. So I'm hoping to take my business analytics degree and go into corporate DNA because the reality is that executives of corporations only care about data.

00:38:53:05 - 00:39:10:00
Thida Chong
So what can you do to prove that diversity is important? And it's going to be through data, because the reality is a lot of companies, they know that diversity increases their bottom line. They just wanna see how it will. So that's kind of what I want to do next.

00:39:10:03 - 00:39:30:14
Lori Lopez
Yeah. Wow, that's really inspiring and exciting. It gives me a lot of hope too. That's really cool. Okay. What message would you communicate to other students currently at UW Madison?

00:39:30:17 - 00:39:57:10
Thida Chong
Oh, this is a hard question. I think that some of them are like, they're not alone. It's really easy to feel like you are. And at the same time there's so much community within and outside the center. You just need to find what fits right for you and at the same time, don't have like don't force yourself to fit what you think a good Asian American student is.

00:39:57:12 - 00:40:18:23
Thida Chong
Because I remember that was hard for me because I realized I was bisexual during my undergrad and I told you about my, like, chronic pain journey. I was like, Well, all these things won't make me like a good Asian American student. So just be honest with yourself about who you are and don't be afraid to focus on the intersections of your identity.

00:40:18:26 - 00:40:22:20
Thida Chong
I That would be it. Try your best.

00:40:22:22 - 00:40:27:10
Lori Lopez
That's awesome. All right. Anything else?

00:40:27:12 - 00:40:29:11
Thida Chong
No. I feel like I said so many words.

00:40:29:15 - 00:40:31:19
Lori Lopez
You did. It was awesome. Okay, then I'm going.

