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My indigenous approach to social work that you could call Ubuntu 

Xuyen Dangers  
 
My name is Xuyến Dangers, Bùi thị Xuyến. I was born in the North of Vietnam, and became a 
refugee, moving to the South of Vietnam when I was 9 years old. Being a refugee, I went to 6 
schools from grade 1 to grade 12. Now I am a Vietnamese-American by marriage. After 40 years 
working and living in several countries in Asia, I am retired in the USA and continuing to practice 
social work as a volunteer.   
 
When I learned about Ubuntu, the International Federation of Social Workers (IFSW) theme for the 
next decade, I could see that this is the social work that I have practiced all my life. It is an 
indigenous approach for developing people’s potential together with their communities and 
families.  
 
Becoming a social worker 
I studied social work at a Catholic College under the St. Vincent De Paul Sisters or Sisters of 
Charity for three years at Caritas Center in Saigon (now Ho Chi Minh City), Vietnam. For me the 
most valuable experience at this school was that we practiced half time in the field, theory  in the 
morning and practice in the afternoon. The campus had a boarding school and Nutrition Center for 
malnurished children where we cared for and fed infants and children up to 3 years of age. I went to 
15 field work placements including hospitals, a clinic, social agencies and community centers. I 
loved field work the best. I earned my  first degree, a Diploma in Social Work. We were called 
“Assistant social service workers” or Cán sự Xã hội in Vietnamese.  
 
After graduation I was selected to go to the Philippines for further study in social work at the 
University of the Philippines (UP) for 3 more years to earn a full Bachelor of Science in Social 
work (BSSW) and over 2 more years for a Master of Social Work (MSW). Again, I continued to 
love fieldwork, so much that I wrote my thesis on fieldwork. The compassion, dedication and basic 
direct social services were from the Catholic Sisters. With classroom courses and exposure to the 
political situation of the mid 70’s in the Philippines, I learned not only case management and 
administration, but also social action, activism and community organizing, and learned to pay 
attention to politics too. I had role models too, including the famous Vietnamese social change 
agent and social worker Mme Nguyễn Thị Oanh, who taught and inspired me. I was equipped 
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enough for any setting to be able to identify the problems, needs, and find the way to help, whether 
the client is an individual, a group or a community. 
 
I learned and never forgot the principles of Social Work. Added to that my practice over the years 
and my international living and working have instilled these beliefs in me:  

 Start where they are   
 Respect the culture where you work  
 Use local resources – Both people and materials  
 Find the potential from the people, unlock it, nurture it  
 And as much as possible let the client participate in solving their problem   
 It needs to be flexible to “think out of the box”   
 Small is beautiful, quality not quantity 
 It also has to be fun, beautiful like a dream.  

As a professional social worker using these principles, I  have passion, commitment and loved my 
work during my 40 years working in Asia and even now as a retired social worker doing volunteer 
work. I think once you are a trained social worker and love it, you will be a social worker for life.  
 
My working life as a social worker and a volunteer  
Before I went to study in the Philippines, I worked in International Social Services (ISS), an 
international NGO. After 5 years in the Philippines, I returned to Vietnam and worked with CWS  
and ISS before I married an American. At the end of the war in 1975 I migrated with him to the 
USA. After a short time I began my international life with my husband who was a volunteer with 
International Social Services (IVS) in Papua New Guinea (PNG), and later worked with Church 
World Service (CWS). We moved from PNG to Bangladesh, Thailand, and later back to PNG and 
back to Thailand and we ended up in Laos. I went along as a dependent but always ended up either 
a volunteer or a part-time worker. While in Bangkok, Thailand I had a full time job for 12 years 
with the International Catholic Migration Commission. When my husband’s work moved to Laos, I 
volunteered for one year and then worked with Global Ministries for 19 years in Laos, 5 years in 
Vietnam and in the US. In retirement, I did speaking tours about my work in Asia with Global 
Ministries, before settling down in Arkansas and finding volunteer roles in a small community.  
 
In next month’s newsletter I will describe my work in schools in Vietnam and in Laos for 20 years. 
I used my professional social work training but adapted it to situations where there were few 
resources. The needs were great: children dropping out of school, no toilets, no clean drinking 
water, lack of books and inadequate school supplies. Thinking outside the box and using all of the 
community’s resources to create new possibilities for the children and their communities is what 
Ubuntu is all about.  
 

 
Next month, read about 
building the Dream 
Toilet at schools in Laos, 
an essential part of 
human dignity and 
hygiene for school 
children, made beautiful 
by children and youth.   


