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1. Introduction
Moving on from the historical mid-20th-century 

war, Vietnam has endured profound changes in 
all manner of socioeconomic areas, not excluding 
education. The country’s education system has 
evolved from being struggling with the long, 
brutalizing post-war conflicts to one that made the 
headlines in worldwide newspapers for leading 
other countries in global academic contests, 
assessments, and international human indices 
(World Bank, 2018; Clarke, 2016). This text aims 
to review the development of Vietnam’s modern 
education from 1986: the country’s governance, 
reform policies, the gained outcomes as well 
as existing issues. Analytical insights from this 
article are expected to provide a useful point of 
reference for education alists, practitioners, and 
policymakers of other developing nations with 
similar socio-economic contexts. The positive 
results of Vietnam, compared to other countries 
with similar or even higher national average 
income, provide an exotic case study of the 
management, exploitation, and mobilization of 
resources to improve education scale and quality.

The modern history of Vietnam has witnessed 
continuous efforts by the Government to enhance 
human capital (Table 1). Starting from 1945, the 

newly established State prioritize the eradication 
of illiteracy by setting up tutoring classes among 
the citizens. Since then, improving people’s 
education, stretching its citizens’ capacity 
through unceasing reforming and consolidating 
the education system as well as realigning 
between policy and implementation has always 
been key foci of the country’s socio-economic 
development plan. These have been further 
supported by the Government’s advocacy for an 
open economy, marked by the historic 1986 Doi 
Moi reform.

This article focuses on the period after 1986 
during which education in the country has endured 
successive fundamental and comprehensive 
reforms and renovations. The following section 
will begin by reviewing major movements in 
the 25-year period that Vietnam had undertaken 
basic issues regarding illiteracy and primary 
education universalization. Next, the ongoing 
trends with some promising achieve- ments, 
as well as opportunities and challenges facing 
the modern education system (Figure 1) of the 
fast-growing country are discussed regarding 
the ten latest years of development. The review 
ends with a few notes highlighting the criticality 
of another switch in educational mission and 
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Table 1: Chronological stages of Vietnam’s post-feudal education.

Pre 1945 1945 - 1954 1954 - 1975 1975 - 1986 1986 - 2010 2011 - 2020

Feudal and
Colonial
Period

Up until
Independence

Day in
September
1945, 95%

of
Vietnamese

people
could not
read and

write in any
languages

Independence
to Dien Bien
Phu Victory

“Fighting
against
poverty,

illiteracy and
invaders”

Anti-illiteracy
was one
of the top

three
frontier

missions of
the country

Temporary 
Separation 

Period

Significant 
expansion of 

school network

Establishment 
of new modern 

universities

Pre-Doi Moi
period

Unification of 
the two regional 
systems into one
across the whole

country 
Replacement of 
textbooks at all 
school levels 

(completed in 1996) 
for consistency in 
education system 

Anti-illiteracy 
campaign for adults

1981 Education
Reform

25 years of
Doi Moi

Socialization 
of education: 
permission of 

private education 
sector and 

collection of 
tuition fee  

2002-2003: New
national 

curriculum and 
textbooks 

2003: Three 
common policy 
for the national 

university entrance 
examination

Fundamental and 
Comprehensive 

reform 

2013:  
Resolution No 29 

2014:  
Assessment and 

examination reform at 
primary level 

2016:
Unification of high 

school graduation and 
university entrance 

examinations into one 
national examination

2018:
Approval of the new 
competency-based 

curriculum

Figure 1: Vietnam National Education System Framework
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Table 2: The number of schools, colleges and universities 1986 - 2010

1986-1987 1999-2000 2004-2005 2009-2010
School Public 13 708 22821 24749 25952

Private 0 356 240 219
College - University Public 96 131 201 300

 Private 0 22 29 76

(Source: General Statistics Office: GSO; MOET))

objectives when the state stands upon another, 
more chaotic crossroad in the age of digitalization 
and knowledge-based economy.

2. Twenty-five years of Doi Moi 1986-2010
Prior to 1986, Vietnam’s education had in 

fact undergone several post-war reforms since 
1975 with notable improvements in literacy 
rates, updated national education curriculum and 
restructuring of the whole system (Communist 
Party  of Vietnam, 1979). However, the sector 
still had to confront various shortcomings and 
defi due  to  ineffi management  of resources 
and irrelevance of educational objectives 
and content (Pham and Fry, 2004). Given the 
transitional context of the economy within 
worldwide movements towards globalization, 
a comprehensive reform was pivotal to the 
country’s socio-economic development.

The history of Vietnam was then radically 
transformed under Doi Moi, a major national 
reform that switched the country’s economy 
from a centrally planned system to a socialist- 
oriented market mechanism (Communist Party 
of Vietnam, 1987). The education reform 
within Doi Moi targeted to alter the outdated 
perceptions about the responsibilities of the state 
under  four  major objectives: (i) Educational 
.socialization: private institutions were permitted 
at all levels with autonomy in governance; (ii) 
Vocational education: restructuring the resources 
and foci of vocational education towards the 
efficiency and competitiveness of labor force; 
(iii) Comprehensive quality: different varieties 
of students, teachers, schools and localities were 
specified and supported; and (iv) Curriculum and 
textbooks: curriculum objectives were reframed 
to address requirements of the market economy. 
In order to achieve these major goals, five key 

solutions have been executed: (i) Socialization 
of education, (ii) Permission of tuition fee 
collection, (iii) Equity and inclusion in education, 
(iv) Enhancement of vocational training and 
streaming at upper secondary education, and (v) 
Differentiation to identify and cultivate talents.

2.1. Socialization of education
Private schools were allowed to join the 

market at all study levels, including kindergarten. 
18 years after the privatization of the education 
market, there have been 34% of upper secondary 
schools were founded by the private sector 
(Pham and Fry, 2004). Although the first few 
years following the reform were still lodged in 
disarray with financial struggles, the scale and 
scope of the school network in the country spread 
rapidly and doubled to nearly 26,000 in 2010 as 
illustrated in Table 2.

Educational socialization at  the  tertiary 
level was also enforced by the mobilization of 
resources from all possible sources outside the 
state budget. However, it was  not until 1988 
that the first private university was established. 
Similar to primary and secondary schools, the 
share of the private sector in higher education 
only really expanded towards the end of the 
period (Table 2). The total number of universities 
and colleges had increased four-fold after 25 
years of reform with 20% being non-public 
(MOET; GSO; GSO).

Expansion of the system was in time to 
underlie the growth in the number of students. 
The goal of universalization of the first nine 
years of general education accomplished positive 
outcomes with net enrolment rates springing 
from 85.6% to roughly 97% at the primary level 
and from 72.3% to 91.2 % during the period of 
1992 – 2010 (GSO, 2010). Unlike the situation 
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in many other developing countries where the 
quantitative expansion of the system was often 
accompanied by a trade-off in quality (Rolleston, 
2016), mass basic education enrollment in 
Vietnam was achieved in parallel with significant 
improvements in learning outcomes at Grade 5 in 
both Maths and Vietnamese language skills from 
2001 to 2007 (Dang and Glewwe, 2018). Not 
only compulsory education, but access to upper 
secondary school had also thrived significantly 
from 27.2% in 1992 to about 72% in 2010 (GSO, 
2010). Besides the expansion of the private 
school, economic growth, rising level of parental 
education, and extensive construction of state 
schools by the government also contributed to 
this upspring in education demand. In terms of 
higher education, training was also extended to a 
wide variety of economic constituents to cover the 
societal demands. The number of postsecondary 
students had tripled from over 800000 in 1999 
to nearly 2 million in 2010 with about 17% from 
non-public institutions (Table 3) (GSO).

The supply of teaching staff was also thriving 
(Table 4) yet insufficient in both quantity and 
quality to catch up with the demand of institutions 
and students. School teachers experienced an 
increase of 24% from 1995 to reach 865,485 of 
whom only 79.2% held a degree (MOET). While  

it was estimated that 10000 teachers were lacking 
given the size of the sector in 2004, quality of 
higher education faculties was, even more, an 
issue with only 13.8% holding a doctorate and 
56.6% receiving merely the undergraduate level 
of training (Pham and Fry, 2004). Some young 
and capable lecturers were attracted away from 
universities for higher benefits, making the 
average age of academic laborers 56 with most 
well-trained lecturers approaching retiring age 
(Pham and Fry, 2002).

The shortage in quantity and quality of 
teaching staff could be well explained given the 
consistently low income in the education sector. 
Even though the largest share of government 
expenditure on education was  accounted  for 
by staff compensation (GSO, 2016a), which is 
common in the education sector where teachers 
make the biggest percentage of state officials and 
are prioritized by the Government in terms of 
welfares and benefits, the average monthly salary 
of educators was not competitive when putting 
together with workers of other sectors (Table 5) 
(GSO, 2012).

2.2. Collection of tuition fee
Along with the expansion of private and 

semi-public schools and colleges, the collection 

Table  4: The number of teachers and student-teacher ratio 1986 - 2010

1986 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010

Primary 426 200 363 094 366 215 362 448 354 757 349 519 348 727 349 695 355 165 365 772

Lower Secondary 271 755 290 410 302 459 310 250 314 905 317 534 316 973 317 239 316 243

Upper Secondary 88 622 98 759 106 108 115 531 125 239 134 362 140 196 146 321 148 908

Student: Teacher 
ratio

29.33 24.60 23.27 22.37 21.47 20.73 19.74 18.85 18.35 17.87

(Source: GSO)

Table 3: The number of students 1986-2010

1986-1987 1999-2000 2004-2005 2009-2010
School students Public 12 500 000 16 900 292 16 252 734 14 477 550

Private 0 905 866 993 565 545 209
College and University students Public 91 200 786 216 1 181 994 1 656 366

Private 0 107 538 137760 279 373

(Source: GSO)
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Table 5: Average monthly income by occupation 2005 - 2011 (USD)

 2005 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011

Agriculture, Forestry and Fishery 71.79 106.57 130.03 154.50 169.16 213.63

Mining and quarrying 222.55 290.84 390.93 370.11 241.04 248.86

Agro-Industry 112.89 144.77 158.13 157.60 177.54 202.85

Construction activities 99.52 131.08 145.94 157.83 169.01 188.15

Transport and Storage 188.87 234.30 250.46 244.89 232.55 258.27

Accommodation services and Food 117.66 183.91 193.26 191.07 183.35 197.30

Information and Communication 234.28 281.50 301.28 285.84 276.29 273.96

Finance, banking and insurance activities 212.95 383.81 411.91 391.44 345.36 337.09

Real estate activities 144.82 227.54 251.64 228.01 236.31 235.96

Professional, scientific and technical activities 163.99 172.66 187.98 184.26 191.76 222.22

Education and Training 84.92 122.40 149.23 158.29 161.30 175.71

Human health and Social work activities 83.97 128.30 150.58 163.25 168.04 186.07

Arts, entertainment and recreation 79.69 125.95 144.43 158.94 159.49 176.64

(Source: GSO (2012))

of tuition fees was also approved with the 
exception of public elementary schools due to 
the universalization goal at this study level. 
Students were asked to contribute to the system 
through tuition fee and self-financing their 
practical training sessions as well as internships. 
The state budget was spent  on  infrastructure 
and capacity- building activities. Despite the 
extremely low average tuition fee (Pham and 
Fry, 2011), household contribution noticeably 
helped to boost spending of the sector, even up to 
over 80% in the case of higher education (Table 
6) (GSO, 2016a).

2.3. Equity and inclusion in education
In parallel with the promotion of education 

socialization and permission of tuition fees, equity  
and  inclusion  education for ethnic minority and 
disadvantaged children were also one of the key 
solutions during this period. As of the 2007 – 

2008 school year, there were 278 ethnic schools 
with 86000 students (Kennedy, 2012). Regarding 
special education, by 1991, 36 schools for 
children with special learning needs had been 
founded. Nearly two decades after the reform, 
in 2003, 6000 students with learning disabilities 
were enrolled in special schools with the expense 
of $400 per year per child (Villa et al., 2003). 
The percentage of disabled children enrolling in 
inclusive or special primary education has tripled 
from 10% in 2000 to over 30% in 2006 (MOET). 
However, this is a moderate figure compared to 
the total number of 1.1 million disabled children 
in Vietnam at the time.

2.4. Enhancement of vocational training and 
streaming at upper secondary education
With a view to addressing the excessive 

unemployment rates, the  fourth  solution  was 
to improve vocational training and strengthen 

Table 6: Expenditure by education level and source of funding in 2013 (USD)

Preprimary Primary Lower 
Secondary

Upper 
Secondary

Vocational 
training

Higher 
education

Government 365.12 398.75 470.81 408.36 893.59 677.40
Household 100.89 57.65 91.28 177.76 427.58 562.09

(Source: GSO (2016a))

Hoang Phuong Hanh, Le Anh Vinh
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streaming at the upper secondary level. After 
nine years of general education, students enter 
upper secondary education choosing one subject 
group: technology, natural science, social 
sciences, or foreign languages. Besides academic 
mainstream schools, there  were  also  options 
of short-term vocational  certificate  programs 
at vocational training centers for elementary 
graduates or longer programs of up to three years 
for lower secondary school leavers. Those who 
com plete lower secondary education could also 
opt for programs in more academic vocational/ 
technical high schools that require three to four 
years to complete. These institutions allow the 
transition to higher education although students 
on this track would more often continue to do 
associate degrees.

The solution was considered effective with 
an increase of 132 percent in the number of 
students attending vocational training schools 
and professional secondary programs from 2000 
to 2010 (Table 7) (Trines, 2017). The policy was 
meant to balance out the education system, easing 
the burden on mainstream upper secondary 
institutions by subsidizing vocational education. 
Nonetheless, the quality of vocational training 
remained short, resulting in a gap between 
training at schools and the needs of wider society 
as reflected by the little changes in the workforce 
by the economic sector against turbulent social 
and economic transition (Holsinger, 2003).

Table 7: The number of students in vocational 
education institutions by Ministry of Labors, Invalids 
and Social Affairs (MOLISA) and MOET in 2001 - 2010 
(In thousands)

Molisa Vocational 
Training

MOET Technical 
High School

2000 - 2001 792 255

2001 - 2002 1052 271

2002 - 2003 1074 310

2003 - 2004 1145 360

2004 - 2005 1207 467

2005 - 2006 1322 500

2006 - 2007 1340 516

Molisa Vocational 
Training

MOET Technical 
High School

2007 - 2008 1420 615

2008 - 2009 1580 641

2009 - 2010 1748 685

(Source: ADB (2013))

2.5. Differentiation to develop talents
The last key solution concerned differentiation 

in the mainstream academic track with the 
establishment of gifted schools and selective 
classes for talented students. Universalization 
did not cover upper secondary education and 
entry to public upper secondary schools was 
subject to  competitive entrance  examinations. 
There were selective high schools for the gifted 
where competition was intense and only the 
most capable students were admitted. These 
institutions usually offered programs that focused 
on advancing only one subject area such as Math, 
Physics, Chemistry, Vietnamese Literature, and 
Foreign Languages, etc. This model of gifted 
schools used to be available at lower levels before 
later being removed, as criticized by experts to 
negatively affect the quality of intake at upper 
secondary level (VNIES, 2008). However, this 
issue remained controversial while up until the 
present, differentiation is still only available at 
the upper secondary level whereas elementary 
and lower secondary schools might have selective 
classes. At the tertiary level, gifted classes were 
also open for highly capable students based on 
their performance in the national university 
entrance examination (VNU, 2006).

2.6. Selected key transformations
The last ten years within this period also 

encompassed a couple of radical revolutions 
regarding teaching/learning and assessment: (i) 
the renovation of the national general education 
curriculum started in 2000, and (ii) adjustment in 
the university entrance examination in 2003.

The revised program, textbooks, and 
curriculum were officially launched in 2002 and 
completed six years later for all levels of study. 
This renovation was critical due to the demand 
for manpower in the new stage of socioeconomic 
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development and international integration. This 
was the first unified national general education 
curriculum implemented in all regions and 
areas of Vietnam. A notably  new  feature  of 
the program was the streaming at the upper 
secondary level whereby  advanced  programs 
of selected subjects were offered to students 
starting from grade 10, depending on whether 
they opt for natural sciences or social sciences 
pathways. Early specialization was expected to 
better prepare students for university entrance 
examinations and higher education. The revised 
textbooks were generally rated as more updated, 
in line with global movements and promoting 
consistency, continuation, and development in 
learning throughout all levels (VNIES, 2010). 
The newly implemented curriculum also acted 
as a common platform for the synchronization of 
the subject’s content, teaching/learning method, 
and equipment, which enhanced the connection 
between theoretical and practical components.

In parallel with curriculum reform, changes 
in pedagogical methods were also introduced, 
focusing on practical, student-centered 
approaches. Teachers were encouraged to cut 
down on lecture time, motivate students more 
in class, and make use of ICT facilities in their 
teaching habits. However, the achieved outcomes 
were not comprehensive. ICT use by teachers was 
limited to planning lessons on word processing 
software and making presentation slides for 
projecting purposes. Classroom activities were 
still heavily teacher-led with students taking notes 
and memorizing knowledge. The underlying 
reason was that teachers were not sufficiently 
trained to update innovative teaching methods 
and technological applications in education as 
well as to develop professionally in the field 
(VNIES, 2010).

Concerning examinations and assessment, 
since 2004, entry admission at the tertiary level 
has been centrally administered by MOET. The 
“three common” policy was promoted for all 
universities and colleges: common examination 
papers, organization, and results. This was the 
foundation for the establishment of a central 
examination board and subsequently a national 
university entrance examination across the 

country. As a result of the “three common” 
policy, The Department for Examination and 
Expertise of Education  Quality  (now  known 
as the Department of Quality Management) 
was founded to take charge of assessment and 
testing, particularly the “three common” model. 
Generally, the newly implemented administration 
of the national examination was highly received 
for its effectiveness and transparency, hence 
extended until 2015.

3. Vietnam’s modern education from 
2011 to 2020: the quest for quantity and 
quality
The latest period of education in Vietnam 

started with the 2011 – 2020 education sector 
plan which proposed eight key solutions to the 
remaining problems from previous stages: (i) 
Enhancing innovation in education management; 
(ii) Promoting capacity building; (iii) Innovating 
content and teaching methods, examination, 
testing and education assessment; (iv) 
Increasing investment of resources and renewing 
education finance distribution mechanism; (v) 
Strengthening the linkage between universities 
and the labor market as well as scientific research 
and technology transfer to meet societal needs; 
(vi) Fostering educational development for 
disadvantaged areas, ethnic minorities and social 
policy beneficiaries; (vii) Promoting education 
science; and (viii) Expanding and improving 
the effectiveness of international cooperation in 
education.

Overall, the achievements of Vietnamese 
education over the last ten years could be 
assessed from the three Es perspectives: (i) 
Equity; Expenditure; and (iii) Effectiveness.

3.1. Equity - Equal access to education
In order to ensure equal access to educational 

opportunities, it is important to promote 
universalization at the Kindergarten level since 
access to pre-school education helps improve 
attainment and performance at later levels of 
education. As a result, the Government has issued 
Decision No 239/QĐ-TTg (Prime Minister, 
2010) approving the universalization of the 
Kindergarten grade 2010-2015 project, which has 
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been prescribed in the 2009 Education Law. As 
of 2017, 6 years into the project, profound effects 
on the development of preschool education have 
been documented. From 2010 to 2016, the school 
network has expanded to increase by 4067 (Viet 
An, 2017) with the enrollment rates of 5-year-old 
children rising by 13% to reach 99.96% (MOET, 
2017b).

However, pre-school education in Vietnam 
still faces prolonged challenges regarding the 
regional gap in quality. The shortage of preschool 
institutions in some industrial zones leaves 
workers with no choice other than to send their 
children to non-licensed, unsafe private nursery 
classes. In mountainous and remote areas, issues 
such as lack of standard schools and classrooms, 
water, sanitation, and hygiene facilities are 
prevalent.

While access to basic education in Vietnam 
has continued to improve both quantitatively and 
qualitatively, enabling disadvantaged  children 
to benefit from quality elementary education 
(Rolleston and Krutikova, 2014), the situation at 
the upper secondary level is more complicated. 
According to Dang and Glewwe (2018), although 
upper secondary education in the country has 
transformed from an elite system to be relatively 
more open and inclusive, the extent to which 
children can access post-basic education, in terms 
of both quantity and quality, still varies and is 
largely affected by family income level. Dang and 
Rogers (2015) found that the top income quintile 

in Vietnam invests 15 times more than the bottom 
group in private tuition part of which helps to 
prepare children for the entrance examination 
to upper secondary schools. More specifically, 
Rolleston and Iyer (2019) have proved 
persistent inequities by household wealth in 
performance and progression to upper secondary 
education. The observed gap is becoming even 
wider between ethnic minority and majority 
students. While 79% of ethnic majority students 
successfully progressed to upper secondary 
education in 2014, the figure was only 50% for 
their minority counterparts (Dang and Glewwe, 
2018). Most strikingly, despite the nearly full 
primary enrollment rates, Vietnam has become 
one of the countries with the highest rates of out- 
of-school students of secondary school age in 
South East Asia (Murray, 2012).

At the tertiary level, the Vietnamese 
Government also offers a number of equity- 
enhancing policies, including financial aid 
schemes such as scholarship, tuition exemption/ 
reduction, student loan, and non-financial 
instruments such as bonus point system in the 
university entrance examination and separate 
admission quotas for students from remote areas 
and ethnic minority groups. As upper secondary 
education is fundamental for progression to 
universities and colleges, although gender 
equity continues to be secured with female:male 
students ratio of around 1 over the past 
decade (figure 2), the access gap by income to 
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2011 2012

Primary Lower Secondary Upper Secondary Tertiary

2013 2014 2015 2016 2017
0.85

0.91

0.95

0.98

1.03

1.12

1.13
1.15

1.05

0.95

0.92

1.16

1.12

0.95

0.92

1.15

1.14

0.95

0.92

1.12

0.95

0.92
0.94

1.00

1.14 1.13

1.00

0.94

0.90

0.95

1.00

1.05

1.10

1.15

1.20

Figure 2: Enrollment ratio by gender (female:male) in primary, secondary, and tertiary education 
from 2011 to 2017 

(Source: GSO)
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universities and colleges in Vietnam continues 
to remain large and widen over time (Table 8). 
According to the VHLSS by GSO (2019), the 
percentage of the population over 15 years old 
completed tertiary education in urban areas is 
four times higher than that in the countryside 
and less developed economic regions. The top 
quintile accounts for the highest proportion of the 
population undergoing postsecondary education 
and training, more than 41.7 percentage points 
compared to the bottom quintile. The percentage 
of university degree holders is lowest for the 
bottom quintile and increases to the highest in 
the top quintile. Besides, while ethnic minority 
students accounted for nearly 20% of total 
enrollment at the primary level, the figure was 
only approximately 5% at universities and 
colleges (MOET, 2017b). The low educational 
attainment rates towards higher levels of study 
also seemed to be more potent for some specific 
groups of ethnic minorities. According to data 
from Vietnam Household Living Standard 
Survey (VHLSS) from 2012 to 2016, although 
almost no significant variation across ethnic 
groups with respect to the rates of primary school 
enrolment was found, at the lower secondary 
level, Tay, Muong, and Thai groups performed 
very similarly to the Kinh in the net enrolment 
rates in general and differentiation became most 
visible at upper secondary level (Le and Nguyen, 
2016).

Table 8: Highest education level attained by income 
quintiles in 2010 and 2019 (percentage)

Household Income 
Quintiles

2010 2019

First quintile 0.9 5.3

Second quintile 5.4 10.8

Third quintile 10.5 15.9

Fourth quintile 21.4 26.9

Fifth quintile 37 47.0

(Source: GSO 2019; 2010)

In spite of equity-enhancing policies by the 
Vietnamese Government, including financial aid 
schemes such as scholarship, tuition exemption 

reduction, student loan, and non-financial 
instruments (i.e. bonus point system in the 
university entrance examination and separate 
admission quotas for students from remote areas 
and ethnic minority groups), these analyses imply 
a need to establish and implement a more specific 
and effective financial aid framework that targets 
the bottom income quintiles, in order for those 
with need are really benefited from the monetary 
aid programs. This is because even though there 
are 10 percent of tertiary students under tuition 
fees and other fees exemption/reductions, the 
beneficiaries are not well-targeted. Given the 
current size and infrastructure of schools and 
institutions in Vietnam, the expansion of MOOC 
and distance learning would be considered 
effective in enhancing access and equity. In 
fact, from 2017, MOET has issued Circular No 
10/2017/TT-BGDĐT (MOET, 2017a) which 
specified the conditions and standards of this 
form of training at universities. Some other 
government initiatives include high-quality 
early-childhood education programs; assigning 
teaching assistants proficient in the local mother 
languages in the beginning years of primary 
school to facilitate the transition for children who 
do not speak Vietnamese at home; and financial 
support-including cash transfer programs to 
households, subject to school attendance-to raise 
attendance in upper secondary education. More 
recently, Bui et al. (2019) provided evidence that 
education incentive schemes by the government, 
including tuition fee reduction and the education 
subsidy, have positive effects in improving 
secondary-school enrollment of Vietnamese 
students.

Despite efforts to support students with 
disabilities, the outcomes have not been positive 
with low enrollment rates at higher education 
levels (only 0.12% at Upper Secondary School 
in 2017 (MOET, 2017b)). According to 2016 
– 2017 statistics by UNICEF and GSO (2018), 
only 1.0% of children with disabilities are in a 
special school/classroom. The percentage of 
schools with suitable infrastructure and sanitation 
facilities for students with disabilities are 2.9% 
and 9.9% respectively. Even though a quarter of 
children with disabilities aged 2-17 live in poor 

Hoang Phuong Hanh, Le Anh Vinh
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Table 9: Education expenditure and share of total public expenditure within social and economic sectors in 
2011 - 2018

2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018
Education Expenditure (USD) 5.1 1.29 2.75 3.55 3.62 3.48 9.00 10.21
Spending on Education as share of total public 
expenditure (percent)

12.62 12.99 14.30 15.83 13.90 13.71 15.09 14.29

(Source: GSO)
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Figure 3: The overall rate of return to schooling at tertiary education 
(Source: Montenegro and Patrinos (2014))
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households with schooling opportunities of 21% 
lower than those without disabilities, only 55.5% 
benefit from tuition fee reduction or exemption.

Regarding gender equity in education, 
Vietnam has always been an interesting case 
with a “reverse gender gap” found in both 
enrollment and attainment rates (Thanos et al., 
2018; Dang and Glewwe, 2018). In general, 
boys are still more likely to be prioritized for 
resources and investment. However, when being 
given educational opportunities, girls tend to 
outperform their male  counterparts  in  terms 
of test scores and transition rates to the higher 
education (Rolleston and Iyer, 2019; Thanos et 
al., 2018), resulting in higher enrollment rates 
at upper secondary and tertiary level (figure 2). 
It could be due to the fact that boys are often 
under pressure to enter the labor market earlier 
as they are expected to be the primary earner in 
the family. Popular jobs for boys such as drivers 
or constructors are often better paid compared 
to sewing, for example, for girls. Girls are also 
perhaps more aspired to learn and advance their 
study, therefore outscoring boys in several nations 

scaled education investigations (Azubuike and 
Little, 2019). This reversegender gap in fact 
originates from traditional gender stereotypes in 
the country making females have to strive more 
for the same results compared to males.

3.2. Expenditure on education
One of the key elements of the achievements 

in the education sector in Vietnam is the 
consistently high expenditure on education with 
the focus on primary and basic literacy education 
to ensure universalization and inclusion of 
less advantaged regions. Such investment has 
yielded positive outcomes as the overall rate of 
return to schooling in Vietnam surpassed those 
of most nearby countries (Figure 3) (Patrinos 
et al., 2018). In 2012, 14.3 percent of education 
spending was allocated to pre-primary and 50.4 
percent to primary and lower secondary education 
(Kataoka, 2019). In recent years, the Vietnamese 
government's investment on education has been 
increasing, maintaining around over 20% of 
total budget expenditures (Table 9) (GSO, 2017; 
2016a).
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The share of public expenditure on education 
in Vietnam, together with Malaysia’s, is among 
the top in the Asia  Pacific  region.  Spending 
on education in countries with higher income 
levels is generally lower, about 3% in the case of 
Singapore, under 4% in Hong Kong and Japan, 
or nearly 5% in South Korea (GSO, 2016a). In 
another aspect, however, these figures represent 
the public expenditure as a share of total GDP 
while the actual amount of spending on education 
in the country is still relatively low in reality 
(Table 9).

It is worth noting that government expenditure 
on education, much as being high at central 
level, proved to be less effective when spending 
autonomy is granted to local authorities. This is 
the result of the decentralization when provincial- 
level authorities are empowered to make 
decisions over the financial  budget.  In  Table 
10 it can be seen that as of 2013, 64% of total 
expenditure on education was distributed by the 
local government whose spending priorities vary 
substantially across the country (GSO, 2016a).

Although the government spends a relatively 
large section of the country’s wealth on 
education, it does not mean private spending is 
limited in Vietnam. On the contrary, Vietnamese 
households contribute a high proportion of total 
education spending, even at basic education 
levels-higher than the OECD average and some 
non-OECD countries. In 2012, the proportion of 
household spending was the highest for upper 
secondary at 34 percent, and the lowest for 
primary education at 17 percent (UNICEF and 
GSO, 2018; GSO, 2016a).

In spite of the high expenditure on education 
at lower academic levels, investment in tertiary 
education only takes  up  0.33%  GDP,  which 
is among the lowest worldwide, compared to 
the average level of 1.1% by OECD (Kataoka, 
2019). In 2015, the total investment in university 
education only accounted for 0.25% GDP, 
equivalent to 0.8% total government expenditure 
and 5% expenditure on education, excluding 
tuition fees. Expenditure per university student, 
calculated as a percentage of GDP per capita, 
is only two-thirds and one-third of that on 
general education and OECD respectively 
(Kataoka, 2019). With regards to R&D, 
universities in Vietnam only receive 13 percent 
of public spending on Science and Technology 
Investment, equivalent to about 0.05 percent of 
GDP for research programs (Ministry of Science 
and Technology, 2017). This moderate level of 
investment poses challenging obstacles to the 
goal towards a future knowledge economy.

3.3. Effectiveness
Despite the relatively low net amount of 

investment, Vietnam education quality still 
accomplishedimpressive progress given students’ 
performance in international investigations. 
According to the 2015 PISA results, Vietnam 
ranked 8th in Science, 22nd in Math, and 30th in 
Reading out of the 72 investigated countries. The 
average Science score in Vietnam is 32 points 
higher than that of OECD, which is equivalent to 
one academic year.

When further analyzing the 2015 PISA 
average reading scores and public expenditure 
per student, the result for Vietnam is outstanding 
compared to OECD countries while investment 
in education in Vietnam is remarkably lower 
(Kataoka, 2019). Compared to countries with 
similar income levels such as Indonesia and 
Peru, or Thailand and Brazil with a  double 
level of investment, Vietnam’s results are still 
distinguished with a gap of over 90 points, equal 
to 2 or 3 academic years (Kataoka, 2019).

Vietnam is considered to bear similar system- 
atic characteristics with successful education 
systems in the East Asian region, including 
strong  government  commitment  in  ensuring 

Table 10: Education expenditure by government and 
households in 2009 - 2013 (Billion USD)

2009 2010 2011 2012 2013

Households 1.70 2.49 2.91 3.02 3.19

Local 
governments

6.45 5.45 6.29 7.72 8.74

Central 
government

0.72 0.97 1.07 1.41 1.64

Total price in 
2013

8.87 10.91 11.19 13.09 13.57

(Source: GSO (2016a))

Hoang Phuong Hanh, Le Anh Vinh
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Table 11: Percentage of low-skilled labor and labor productivity (USD/person) of Vietnam and ASEAN 6 group

Singapore Malaysia Philippines Thailand Vietnam Indonesia

Percentage of low-skilled labor 12 16 34 13 42 16
Labor productivity 83 181.80 21 034.48 7 546.40 10 397.70 3 660 7 500

(Source: GSO)
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equitable education for all individuals, rigorous 
accountability mechanism for educational 
institutions, supported by internal and external 
inspection network, and cultural aspects such 
as high values for academics, high parental 
expectations and strictly disciplined environment 
for teachers and students. When looking into 
the underlying factors of  Vietnam’s ‘winning 
formula’, researchers have pointed out that the 
gap in PISA average scores between Vietnam 
and other equally or better-developed countries is 
not due to Vietnamese students possessing more 
desirable attributes, but rather such  attributes 
are better manifested in Vietnam than other 
nations. In other words, Vietnamese education 
is more effective in transforming observable 
traits into measurable outcomes (Glewwe et al., 
2017). In addition, despite the overall impressive 
performance, Vietnamese students’ scores in 
Mathematics reveal significant variation across 
different domains of Mathematics examined in the 
test. Specifically, PISAcomprises the formulating 
domain (conversing  a  real-life  problem  into 
a mathematical problem), the interpretation 
domain (applying the mathematical output to a 
real context of the problem), and the employing 
domain (find the suitable mathematical tools to 
solve a math problem). Vietnam’s performance is 
heavily skewed towards the employing domain 
than the other two, suggesting that Vietnamese 
students are not equally proficient at different 
dimensions of Mathematics, and especially worse 
in formulating and interpreting mathematical 
concepts (Bodewig and Badiani-Magnusson, 
2014).

Students’ lacking of essential practical skills 
is a prolonged issue in Vietnam’s education 
which is most exacerbated at university and 
college education. As of 2016, a vast majority 
of the labor force in Vietnam is still locked in 
the unskilled job sector (Anh Kiet, 2019). The 

workforce in this country has been found to be 
deficient in many skills, including leadership 
and managerial skills, socio-emotional skills, 
and job-specific technical skills by enterprises 
and skilled laborers in Vietnam only accounted 
for 9.4 – 10.2% from 2009 to 2014 (ILISSA, 
2014). In 2018, around 40 percent of FDI firms 
in Vietnam country reported difficulties finding 
skilled employees (Das, 2018). Compared to 
other regional nations, Vietnam's labor market 
is comprised mostly of low and medium-skilled 
workers while Singapore and Malaysia both boast 
skilled, service-based workforces (WEF, 2016). 
The country had the highest ratio of low-skilled 
labor in the region (over 40 percent) compared 
to 9 percent in Thailand and 8 percent in 
Singapore; and also suffers from the lowest labor 
productivity in the region (Table 11). These skills 
gaps suggest that the current tertiary education 
and training sector in Vietnam is detached from 
the demand of the labor market.

The country’s lagging behind in skills 
education across all levels has its roots in the 
ineffective teaching  practices which  mainly 
involve content-based learning and teaching 
(Tran, 2012).  The  teacher-centered  approach 
is prevalent in Vietnam because of large class 
sizes, limited materials and resources, and rigid 
quantitative curriculum without flexibility for 
higher levels of interaction and processing in 
classrooms (Thanh, 2010).

Among various attempts by the Government 
to address these skills gaps in education is the 
issuance of a new competency-based curriculum, 
launched in 2016, and will be officially 
implemented from 2020 (MOET, 2018). This 
revised national curriculum aims to alter the 
outdated teaching and learning methods based on 
the transmission of knowledge and memorization 
of facts with technology-based education to equip 
students with hands-on skills necessary for the 
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21st century. Compulsory subjects were reduced 
and complemented with optional and integrated 
subjects and theme activities.

In addition, the education assessment 
mechanism also went through major reforms 
including the removal of continuous assessment 
at the elementary level and a combination of high 
school graduation examination and university 
entrance examination into the National High 
School Examination in the 2016 (MOET, 2015). 
Changes in criteria, forms, and organization of 
assessment seek to save students and teachers 
from unnecessary stress and pressure, as well 
as motivate students’ interest and autonomy in 
learning.

4. Recapitulation and the path forward
4.1. The recap notes
In consideration of other countries in the same 

income group, Vietnam makes a good example of 
achieving equity in access and quality. Exclusive 
of the astonishing rates of universalization, the 
young yet thriving education system is well- 
known for its ability to maintain large-scalelow- 
end  standards  for  students’   performance. 
This might be attributed to the country’s long 
tradition of valuing knowledge and scholarship, 
demonstrated by teachers’, families’, and all 
levels of authorities’ commitment and investment 
in educational objectives. Together with support 
policies by the Government and effective 
collaboration with  international  organizations, 
it is justifiable that Vietnam could maximize the 
effects of the limited investment resources with 
prominent achievement figures.

However, there still remain for the country 
to concern. First, even though it seems that 
universalization of primary and lower secondary 
education has been achieved with the enrollment 
rates approaching 100%, the drop-out rates 
and attainment level of children, especially 
those of ethnic minorities (Riccio et al., 2013) 
with 21% not fully literate(CPTC, 2018), 
revealed the other side of the story. Second, 
teachers’ professional development, especially 
renovation and innovation in pedagogical 
methods, is still left behindhand. Last, but most 
importantly, regardless of the high achievements 

in international assessment papers, Vietnamese 
students at all study levels are reportedly 
lacking in skills and motivation as a result of 
the mismatch between education and practical 
market demands. The top priority mission of the 
education sector, to prepare human capital for 
the country’s fast-growing economy, is yet to be 
fulfilled.

4.2. Lessons learned and future orientation
In the coming wave of transformation when the 

economy must switch from labor-inputs-based 
to knowledge-based, lifting labor productivity 
is a must for the country to escape the “middle- 
income trap” and become a high-income nation. 

As warned by Boston Consulting Group (BCG, 
2015), by 2030, most countries will face labor 
shortages, the key element to top economies in 
the world in this coming era is therefore human 
capital. In this regard, Vietnam is of advantage 
with the golden age population of which 25% is 
within 15 – 29 years old and about 50% of the 
labor force is under 40 (GSO, 2016b) (Figure 
4). According to a report by PwC (PwC, 2017), 
Vietnam has high potential of moving into the top 
20 countries with highest economic growthrates.

However, reports by international 
organizations have pointed out the fall in 
population growth rate and the rapid aging speed 
of the country (United Nations, 2017; World 
Bank, 2017). UNESCO has identified Vietnam as 
one of the world’s fastest-aging societies (World 
Bank and MPIV, 2016). In 2017 the median age 
in Vietnam was 30.4 years; in 2050 it is projected 
to be 42.1 years (United Nations, 2017). As 
there will be more 65+ citizens, the proportion 
of working-age people in the population will 
decrease, and costs associated with age and 
health care will grow. By 2050, life expectancy 
is projected to be 82.1 years, up from 75.6 years 
in 2018 (United Nations, 2017). This leaves the 
country with no choice other than to boost the 
capacity of human resources by enhancing the 
quality of the education sector. The key foci of 
the education sector in the higher road will have 
to include the development of an Educational 
Strategic Plan together with the Socioeconomic

Development Strategy with specific 
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Figure 4: Percentage of labor force in different age groups, 2000-2016 
(Source: GSO)
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educational objectives, a prescribed process that 
coordinates and harmonizes different components 
of the education network, the implementation 
of guided practice with supporting institutional 
regimes, and, at the panoramic level, the 
integration of motivation and accountability 
pressure in the social and political system.

The way forward for the Vietnam education 
system is, inevitably, to address several 
fundamental questions: (i) What are the political 
mobilization mechanisms for prioritizing 
education in public expenditures?; (ii) What 
does it take to coordinate different learning and 
teachingcomponents of aneducation system, such 
as curriculum, textbook, and assessment?; (iii) 
How can we measure learning outcomes based 
on students’ development of skills?; (iv) What 
are the linking mechanisms between macro-level 
visions, policies and everyday practice of front- 
line teachers?; and (v) What motivates students 
to learn and what motivates teachers to have high 
expectations of the students?

The ultimate goal of these objectives is to 
construct an education system that focuses on 
developing learners’ qualities and competencies 
through customization for individual potentials 
as well as supporting lifelong learning.

First, that requires the application of teaching 
and learning in real-life contexts to equip 
students with practical skills such as problem- 

solving, ICT, and innovation for today’s world 
since access to knowledge has been eased by 
technology, making  qualifications  no  longer 
a “passport” for all as in the past (Cameron et 
al., 2018). Within this context, the new national 
general education curriculum has been approved 
and come into effect from 2020, switching from 
knowledge-based to a skills-based approach with 
a view to helping learners expand capabilities and 
develop core skills for the 21st century, including 
foreign language proficiency and ICT skills. 
These competencies are fundamental tools for 
lifelong self-expansion of knowledge, personal 
development, and innovation-based economic 
growth of the country (Lee, 2001; Mutula and 
Van Brakel, 2007; Vuong, 2019).

Renovation of the school curriculum could not 
be complete without adjustments in assessment 
and testing. The current approach of testing and 
assessment in Vietnam is still heavily knowledge- 
based, which favors rote learning, memorization 
of factual knowledge, cramming, and exam- 
oriented education. As a result, Vietnamese 
students, though achieving top results in test 
papers, are still lacking in practical skills that 
prepare them for their future careers. This would 
contribute to the mismatch between school 
education and real-life demands from the job 
market. Skills-based measurement of learning 
outcomes, which are  now  only  in  practice 
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at the primary level, should be implemented 
extensively and comprehensively, particularly in 
the high school national examination.

Last in order but not of importance, it should 
be noted that in the case of Vietnam with multiple 
reforms in education, what hampers the potential 
expected effects of a good policy has often been 
limitations in teachers’and staff’s capacities. Most 
of them were undertrained to practice the changes 
in curriculum, pedagogical methods, testing, 
and management. To address this existing issue, 
Vietnam has developed various teacher training 
programs via in-site training courses as well as 
online platforms. In addition, to compensate for 
the deficit in number and quality of teaching 
staff, the development of online learning portals 
which eradicate outdated models to promote the 
lifelong learning capacity of students is critical. 
This also facilitates the education system’s effort 
to offer multiple cost-effective pathways that suit 
variations in individual needs and learning styles, 
in order to cultivate and foster the motivation and 
passion of learners.

Moving forward, the question Vietnamese 
policymakers and educators must be asking 
themselves should be how to prepare learners 
for a fast-changing context of the required skills 
set. Future employees must have an aptitude for 
lifelong learning to be well adaptive to changes. 
An education environment that favors innovation 
and creativity, particularly focusing on the role 
of lifelong learning and sustainable developmen 
of learners is fundamental. Most essentially, 
effective distribution of public expenditure 
together with strong Government commitment to 
education and training will set the path for the 
future of young generations in Vietnam.
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