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1. Introduction
1.1. Context and background
Research projects are inherently complex 

and nonlinear, with uncertain processes and 
outcomes; beyond methodological expertise, 
effective project management competencies 
are essential for timely, high-quality progress 
(Huljenic et al., 2005). Once a project is 
defined, PhD students must identify appropriate 
methodologies to ensure success (Håkansson, 
2013). Beyond methodological expertise, 
research project management competencies are 
critical for structuring work, avoiding delays, 
and ensuring academic progress (Durette et al., 
2016).

Andragogy, a learner-centered theory of 
adult learning, provides a promising framework 
to strengthen these competencies. Core tenets 

such as self-directed learning, problem solving, 
and experiential learning (Henschke, 1998; 
Savicevic, 2008) are highly relevant for PhD 
students navigating complex, autonomous 
projects. Malcolm Knowles’ contributions further 
explain how adults acquire new competencies 
(Henschke, 2015). Within doctoral education, 
applying Andragogy can cultivate independent, 
proactive, and reflective researchers capable 
of planning, executing, and adapting their 
projects efficiently. Prior studies highlight that 
adult learners demonstrate greater engagement 
when positioned as active participants (Moore 
& Shemberger, 2019; Sethy, 2025). Thus, 
embedding Andragogy in doctoral programs 
may foster ownership of research, collaborative 
practices, and critical thinking—competencies 
essential for rigorous scholarship.
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In the broader policy context, doctoral 
education is central to a knowledge-based 
economy, underpinning scientific advancement 
and innovation. Vietnam has prioritized the 
strengthening of doctoral training through 
initiatives such as Project 89 (Phuong Chi, 2021), 
which aims to develop 7,300 new lecturers 
with PhDs by 2030, supported by significant 
scholarships and stipends (Le, 2021). In the 
2023–2024 academic year, nearly 3,400 doctoral 
students were enrolled nationwide (Duong, 
2024). Ongoing debates about the quality and 
effectiveness of doctoral education reflect public 
and scholarly concerns (Dinh, 2024). In this 
setting, equipping PhD students with robust 
research project management competencies 
is not merely desirable but also essential. 
Integrating andragogy-based approaches into 
doctoral training represents a strategic response, 
enabling Vietnamese universities to better 
prepare students for complex research demands 
while contributing to the nation’s research 
infrastructure and socioeconomic progress.

1.2. Research questions
Despite the recognized importance of both 

Andragogy and project management, their 
integration within doctoral education remains 
underexplored. To address this gap, this study 
investigates the following research questions:

RQ1: How do Vietnamese PhD students 
conceptualize research project management 
competencies within the principles of Andragogy?

RQ2: How can Andragogy be applied 
to strengthen research project management 
competencies for Vietnamese PhD students?

RQ3: What challenges do PhD students face 
in applying Andragogy principles to manage 
their research projects?

2. Literature review
2.1. Research Projects
A research project is a systematic and 

structured investigation that addresses defined 
questions or objectives (Williamson et al., 
2002). Two core dimensions shape such projects: 
conceptual design, which clarifies aims, and 
technical design, which determines the strategies 

to achieve them (Verschuren et al., 2010). 
Effective research competence is now widely 
recognized as a transferable skill across higher 
education (Sharp et al., 2017).

Research projects typically progress through 
three phases: conceptualization, empirical 
inquiry, and interpretation (Jain et al., 2020). 
Each phase requires not only methodological 
expertise but also effective coordination of time, 
resources, and collaboration (Holgado et al., 
2020). External shocks such as the COVID-19 
pandemic have demonstrated the vulnerability of 
research projects to disruption, sometimes halting 
them entirely (Rahman et al., 2021). These studies 
suggest that while research is foundational to 
doctoral training, project success depends on 
more than methodological knowledge; it requires 
explicit management competencies.

2.2. Project management competency in research 
projects
Doctoral research demands balancing 

competing pressures such as authorship, 
recognition, and intellectual property (Ernø-
Kjølhede, 1999). Efficiency improves 
when project management is approached 
collaboratively rather than as an isolated task 
(Huljenic et al., 2005). Over time, project 
management has evolved into a discipline that 
values the competencies of both project leaders 
and research teams (Skulmoski, 2009). Success 
is consistently linked to the presence of defined 
project management competencies (Bredillet et 
al., 2015).

Frameworks by Takey and Carvalho 
(2015) and Alvarenga et al. (2019) provide 
comprehensive lists of competencies ranging 
from teamwork and problem solving to 
leadership and emotional intelligence (Magano 
et al., 2020) (see Table 1). These highlight the 
multifaceted nature of project management in 
research. Educational programs play a critical 
role in developing such competencies (Sołtysik, 
2020).  Existing scholarship notes, however, 
that research remains limited when projects 
address grand challenges—complex, uncertain, 
and interdisciplinary problems that push the 
boundaries of traditional methods (Ika & Munro, 
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2022). Scholars have argued that competencies 
can be systematically cultivated through 
structured methodologies and tools (Neubert, 
2020). Recent evidence shows that research 
management practices are increasingly aligned 
with professional project management principles 
(Litvinova et al., 2023).

Together, these studies emphasize that project 
management competency is critical to successful 
research, but they often focus on technical 
or organizational aspects, leaving limited 
attention to how adult learning principles shape 
competency development in doctoral contexts.

2.3. Andragogy in higher education
Knowles (1984) argued that adults are 

inherently motivated and assume responsibility 
for their own learning. Higher education 
contexts thus increasingly adopt Andragogical 
approaches, emphasizing autonomy and 
experiential learning (Pratt, 1988; MacKeracher, 
2004). Six core principles – need to know, self-
concept, prior experience, readiness, orientation, 
and motivation – define adult learning needs 
(Knowles et al., 2005) (see Figure 1).

These principles align closely with the goals 
of doctoral training. Adult learners typically 
pursue education with explicit professional and 
personal goals (Tomei, 2009), making learner-
centered strategies effective (Chan, 2010). 

Research has identified experiential, interactive, 
and transformative dimensions as central to 
adult learning (Muneja, 2015). Unlike pedagogy, 
which is oriented toward younger learners, 
Andragogy values prior experience and intrinsic 
motivation (Joshi, 2017; Sufirmansyah, 2019). 
This implies that doctoral education must adopt 
strategies tailored to these characteristics to foster 
engagement and retention (El-Amin, 2020).

Andragogy has often been described as “the 
art and science of helping adults learn” (Efgivia 
et al., 2021). Current scholarship highlights 
a growing need to transition from traditional, 
teacher-centered models to learner-centered 
approaches in higher education (Kaddoura & 
Al Husseiny, 2021). Core practices include 
recognizing learners’ prior knowledge (Desta 
& Gugssa, 2022) and promoting self-directed 
learning for autonomy and critical thinking 
(Fogelberg, 2023; Skoglund et al., 2025).

The reviewed literature consistently 
emphasizes that successful doctoral research 
projects require explicit project management 
competencies in addition to methodological 
expertise (Skulmoski, 2009; Durette et al., 
2016). The frameworks proposed by Takey and 
Carvalho (2015) and Alvarenga et al. (2019) 
provide comprehensive catalogs of competencies; 
however, they tend to conceptualize these skills 
as static lists rather than as developmental 
processes. Moreover, studies in adult learning 

Table 1. Most Important Project Management Competency, adapted from Magano et al. (2020)

Project Management Competency

Assertiveness Delegation Negotiation Self-control/Work 
under Pressure

Attention to detail Development of others Opening Teamwork

Authority Emotional intelligence Negotiation Time management

Cognition Emotional resilience Organization-solving Training

Commitment Experience Perseverance Use of technology

Communication Flexibility Political and cultural awareness Uncertainty

Conflict management Initiative Problem-solving Vision

Conceptual thinking Interpersonal relationships Relaxation

Creativity Leadership Self-awareness

Customer relationship Management Search for information
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confirm that Andragogy promotes autonomy, 
experiential learning, and problem solving 
(Knowles et al., 2005; Muneja, 2015). However, 
these studies remain largely parallel, with limited 
cross-fertilization.

Specifically, three gaps are evident. First, 
while project management competencies are 
well defined, little is known about how doctoral 
students actually acquire and apply them 
through Andragogical learning. Second, prior 
research on Andragogy in higher education has 
rarely addressed its implications for research 
project management, leaving the intersection 
underexplored. Third, most existing studies are 
situated in Western contexts; little empirical 
evidence exists from non-Western settings such 
as Vietnam, where doctoral reforms are actively 
underway.

Vietnam’s doctoral education is undergoing 
reforms that emphasize publication outputs 
and research capability. In many institutions, 
doctoral candidates concurrently teach and  
hold administrative duties, producing high 
task loads and time competition with research 
projects. Supervision commonly centers on 
a single primary advisor, and milestone-
based advising practices are uneven across 
departments, creating variation in structural 
support. International publishing requirements, 
academic English demands, and ethics–funding–
administrative procedures add complexity to 
project management.

To address these gaps, this study investigates 
how Vietnamese PhD students conceptualize, 
apply, and experience challenges in developing 
project management competencies through the 
lens of Andragogy. By situating the analysis 

Figure 1. Andragogy Principles in Practice (adapted from Knowles et al., 2005)

https://doi.org/10.15625/2615-8965/22510201
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in a non-Western doctoral context, the study 
contributes theoretically by bridging two distinct 
studies and practically by offering insights 
for strengthening research capacity through 
Andragogy principles.

3. Methodology
This study employed a two-phase qualitative 

design to explore the application of Andragogy 
in enhancing research project management 
competencies among Vietnamese PhD students.

3.1. Phase One: Systematic Document Analysis
The first phase involved a systematic review 

of peer-reviewed journal articles, conference 
proceedings, and academic reports to identify 
andragogical principles relevant to research 
project management. Sources were selected 
from the Scopus and Web of Science databases, 
with inclusion criteria on the basis of (i) explicit 
discussion of Andragogy or adult learning and 
(ii) relevance to higher education and project 
management. This phase provided a theoretical 
foundation for the interview study.

3.2. Phase Two: Semi-Structured Interviews
The study recruited 15 Vietnamese doctoral 

students currently enrolled in PhD programs in 
Vietnam. The sample size was justified based on 
Guest et al.’s (2006) principle of data saturation, 
which suggests that 12 to 20 interviews are 
typically sufficient for homogeneous groups. 
Similarly, Creswell and Poth (2016) recommend 
12–20 interviews for phenomenological studies.

All participants shared Vietnamese nationality, 
had at least one year of active research 
engagement, and possessed direct experience in 
planning or managing research projects.

Participant background: The disciplines 
represented were diverse, with five participants 
from education, four from engineering, and 
six from the social sciences. Recruitment was 
conducted through academic networks, doctoral 
cohorts, and personal referrals to ensure a mix of 
experiences.

While the sample was diverse across 
fields, it remained limited. The small number 
of participants restricts generalizability, the 
uneven disciplinary spread excluded areas 

such as natural sciences and medicine, and the 
concentration in southern universities limits 
nationwide representation. Thus, findings should 
be seen as indicative rather than representative, 
and future studies should involve larger, more 
varied doctoral cohorts.

3.3. Data collection
The interviews were guided by a structured 

protocol covering (i) perceptions of project 
management competency, (ii) experiences 
applying Andragogy principles, and (iii) 
challenges in balancing autonomy and structure. 
The protocol was pilot tested with two doctoral 
students, leading to the refinement of wording for 
clarity. The interviews were conducted in person 
or via online platforms (Zoom, Microsoft Teams, 
Google Meet) depending on the participants’ 
availability. Each session lasted 35–50 minutes 
and was audio-recorded with consent.

3.4. Data analysis
The data were analyzed via thematic analysis. 

Transcripts were first read holistically, followed 
by open coding to identify recurring patterns. 
Codes were then clustered into categories 
corresponding to Andragogy principles 
(e.g., self-concept, readiness to learn) and 
project management competencies (e.g., time 
management, teamwork).

 
4. Results
4.1. Conceptualizations of Research project 
management competencies (RQ1)
The interview data show that Vietnamese 

PhD students conceptualize project management 
competencies primarily through lived experiences 
framed by the six principles of Andragogy. 
While the perspectives varied, all 15 participants 
highlighted at least one dimension of project 
management shaped by their doctoral journey.

Overall, across the full sample of 15  
participants, the most frequently cited 
competencies were time management (11 
mentions), self-regulation (9 mentions), and 
mentorship needs (10 mentions). Table 2 presents 
the distribution of perceptions across Andragogy 
principles with illustrative quotations.

https://doi.org/10.15625/2615-8965/22510201
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Narrative Synthesis: Taken together, the 
findings suggest that Vietnamese PhD students 
view project management competencies less as 
preexisting skills and more as reactive strategies 
learned through trial-and-error. This finding 
supports Knowles’ (1984) notion that adult 
learners often recognize learning needs only 
after real-world consequences. Importantly, 
while autonomy is valued, structured guidance 
and peer networks are repeatedly described as 
essential for sustaining progress.

Interim conclusions for RQ1: Vietnamese 
PhD students conceptualize project management 
competencies largely as reactive skills acquired 
through challenges, trial-and-error, and 
experiential problem solving. Autonomy is 
appreciated but insufficient without structured 

guidance. The students consistently emphasized 
the value of applied, hands-on learning and 
indicated that motivation often arose only after 
they encountered research difficulties.

4.2.	 Application of Andragogy to Project 
Management (RQ2)
Both document analysis and interview data 

revealed that Andragogy principles can be 
systematically applied to strengthen project 
management competencies. Across participants, 
learning was most effective when grounded in 
experiential and problem-based approaches rather 
than abstract theory. Although autonomy remained 
highly valued, the students emphasized the need 
for scaffolding through structured tools such as 
research logs, Gantt charts, and milestone reviews.

Table 2. Vietnamese PhD Students’ Perceptions of Project Management via Andragogy.
Source: Semi-structured interviews, N = 15; author coding and synthesis by the Andragogical principle.

Andragogy 
Principle

Key Findings (Themes) No. of 
Agreed 

Participants

Example Illustrative Quotes (IDs)

Need to 
Know

Importance of project 
management often realized 
only after delays or missed 
deadlines.

10 “I didn’t think about project timelines until 
I started missing deadlines.” (P3) ; “Once I 
experienced delays, I realized how crucial 
project management is for my research.” (P7)

Self-
Concept

Autonomy valued, but 
structured guidance 
and mentorship seen as 
essential.

9 “I appreciate the autonomy, but sometimes I 
need more structured guidance.” (P5) ; “Having 
more guidance at the beginning would have 
made a big difference.” (P8)

Experience Prior work/industry 
experience supported 
adaptation; others relied on 
trial-and-error.

8 “My experience in industry helped me manage 
my research better.” (P9) ; “It would be great to 
have a peer support system.” (P2)

Readiness 
to Learn

Competencies developed 
reactively; wish for earlier 
training.

7 “I wish I had learned project management 
competency earlier.” (P7) ; “Juggling research, 
teaching, and personal life made it hard to 
structure my work.” (P11)

Orientation 
to Learning

Preference for experiential/
problem-based learning 
over theory.

12 “I learn better when I can apply what I learn 
to my research directly.” (P4) ; “Problem-
based learning helped me understand project 
management better.” (P8)

Motivation 
to Learn

Motivation often triggered 
by setbacks; inspired by 
role models.

9 “I became more interested in project 
management after I encountered research 
setbacks.” (P14) ; “Exposure to well-organized 
researchers encouraged me to improve.” (P6)

https://doi.org/10.15625/2615-8965/22510201
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Table 3 summarizes how each principle 
of Andragogy was reflected in participants’ 
experiences and identifies corresponding 
strategies for enhancing research project 
management. Together, the findings indicate 

that doctoral programs can foster competencies 
more effectively by combining autonomy with 
structured support, embedding training at key 
milestones, and promoting peer and mentorship 
opportunities.

Table 3. Application of Andragogy to Project Management Competency
Source: Selected literature and interview data; author synthesis.

Principle Explanation Application Andragogy to Enhancing Project 
Management Competency in Research Projects

Example Illustrative 
Quotes

Need to 
Know

Adults learn 
better when 
they understand 
why a skill 
is necessary 
(Taylor & 
Kroth, 2009; 
Youde, 2018).

• Before engaging in research, Vietnamese 
PhD students must understand why project 
management is essential for completing their 
dissertation successfully.
• Institutions should integrate introductory 
workshops or orientations that highlight the 
impact of poor project planning on research 
delays, funding issues, and publication challenges.
• Supervisors should emphasize structured 
research roadmaps from the beginning.

“I wish I had enhanced 
project management 
competency earlier, 
before running into 
big problems.” (P7)
“A missed deadline 
made me rethink 
everything about how 
I organize my work.” 
(P4)

Self-
Concept

Adult learners 
prefer to be 
autonomous and 
self-directed 
(Knowles, 
1984; Knowles 
et al., 2005; 
Sethy, 2025).

• Vietnamese PhD students are independent 
learners, so they should be given control over 
their research timelines.
• Universities can provide project management 
frameworks while allowing students to tailor 
them based on their research needs.
• Encourage the use of self-monitoring tools (e.g., 
Kanban boards, research logs) to track progress.

“The freedom was 
good, but I also 
needed checkpoints.” 
(P6)
“Without structured 
deadlines, I 
procrastinated.” 
(P10)

Experience

Prior 
experiences 
shape learning; 
experiential 
learning 
strengthens 
retention 
(Knowles, 
1980; Wozniak, 
2020).

• Many Vietnamese PhD students come with 
industry or academic experience that can be 
leveraged in project management.
• Institutions should encourage peer learning, 
mentorship, and case study analysis where 
students apply past experiences to new research 
challenges.
• Research project planning should integrate 
experiential learning (e.g., analyzing past 
research failures and successes).

“My industry 
background gave me 
tools to manage my 
research better.” (P9)
“It would be great 
to have a peer 
support system 
where we can share 
project management 
strategies.” (P2)

Readiness 
to Learn

Learning is 
most effective 
when it aligns 
with immediate 
needs 
(Knowles, 
1972; Knowles, 
1980; Taylor & 
Kroth, 2009; 
Tomei, 2009).

• Vietnamese PhD students are most ready to 
learn project management competency when 
they encounter real research challenges (e.g., 
data collection hurdles, manuscript submission 
deadlines).
• Universities should offer modular project 
management training aligned with research 
milestones (proposal writing, ethics approval, 
data collection, publication).
• Supervisor-led discussions on project risk 
assessment should be integrated into progress 
reviews.

“I only started 
caring about project 
management when 
I faced publication 
delays.” (P1)
“Juggling research, 
teaching, and 
personal life made it 
hard to structure my 
work.” (P11)

https://doi.org/10.15625/2615-8965/22510201



8 VIETNAM JOURNAL OF EDUCATIONAL SCIENCES

Narrative Synthesis: When mapped against 
Andragogy, student experiences confirm that (1) 
the need to know motivates engagement once 
failures are felt, (2) self-concept works best 
when autonomy is combined with scaffolding, 
and (3) orientation to learning is strongest when 
activities are hands-on and problem-centered 
(Hillier, 2005; Taylor & Kroth, 2009). These 
patterns also echo Wozniak’s (2020) critique 
of the gap between theory and practice in 
adult learning. Together, these insights suggest 

embedding Andragogical practices – milestone-
based training, simulations, and peer mentoring 
– into doctoral programs to systematically 
cultivate project-management skills.

Interim conclusions for RQ2: Andragogy 
can be systematically applied to enhance PhD 
students’ project management competencies by 
integrating early orientation, structured autonomy, 
peer learning, milestone-based training, problem-
solving activities, and motivational support. 
These practices align each Andragogy principle 

Principle Explanation Application Andragogy to Enhancing Project 
Management Competency in Research Projects

Example Illustrative 
Quotes

Orientation 
to Learning

Adults prefer 
problem-solving 
over theoretical 
learning 
(Hillier, 2005; 
Gboku & 
Lekoko, 2007; 
Moore & 
Shemberger, 
2019).

• Research project management should focus 
on problem-solving and application, rather than 
theory-based instruction.
• PhD training should include case-based learning, 
simulations, and real-world project management 
scenarios (e.g., handling publication delays, 
ethical approval roadblocks).
• Use of project simulation software to train 
Vietnamese PhD students in managing timelines 
and resource allocation.

“Problem-based 
learning helped me 
understand project 
management better 
than theoretical 
classes.” (P8)
“I learn better when 
I can apply what I 
learn to my research 
directly.” (P13)

Motivation 
to Learn

Intrinsic 
motivation 
(career growth, 
academic 
success) 
drives learning 
(Graham & 
Walsh, 1996; 
Tomei, 2009; 
Fogelberg, 
2023).

• Institutions should link effective research 
management with career growth, emphasizing 
how well-managed projects lead to stronger 
publications, funding opportunities, and 
networking prospects.
• Universities can introduce incentives such as 
awards for best-managed research projects or 
funding for well-structured research proposals.
• Introduce mentorship programs where postdocs 
and senior researchers share success stories 
on how project management influenced their 
academic careers.

“Exposure to well-
organized researchers 
encouraged me 
to improve my 
project management 
competency.” (P6)
“I became more 
motivated after 
setbacks made 
me realize project 
management affects 
publication success.” 
(P15)

ANDRAGOGY 

1. Need to Know 

2. Self-concept 

3. Prior Experience 

4. Readiness to Learn 
5. Orientation to Learning 
6. Motivation to Learn 

RESEARCH PROJECT MANAGEMENT 
COMPETENCIES  

1. Planning & Scheduling 
2. Self-regulation & Autonomy 
3. Risk Assessment & Problem-Solving 
4. Time Management 

5. Teamwork & Collaboration 

6. Communication & Reporting 

Figure 2. Conceptual Mapping between Andragogy Principles and Research Project Management 
Competencies (study synthesis).

https://doi.org/10.15625/2615-8965/22510201
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with specific project management needs. Building 
on Table 2, Figure 2 provides a visual synthesis 
that positions Andragogy as a framework for 
understanding and developing research project 
management competencies.

4.3.	 Challenges in Applying Andragogy (RQ3)
Despite recognizing its value, the students 

reported significant barriers to applying 
Andragogy principles in practice. One recurrent 
challenge was the reactive nature of learning. 
Another common theme was struggles with 
autonomy and self-regulation. A lack of 

mentorship and peer support was also widely 
mentioned. The students further described 
overload from multiple responsibilities. Finally, 
the students criticized overly theoretical training.

Narrative Synthesis: The challenges 
identified fall into six categories: reactive 
learning, weak self-regulation, insufficient 
mentorship, competing responsibilities, lack 
of practical training, and reliance on failure as 
motivation. Importantly, these barriers align 
with those of prior studies that criticized the gap 
between theory and practice in adult education 
(Wozniak, 2020). The findings suggest that 

Table 4. Challenges in Applying Andragogy to Research Project Management. Source: Semi-
structured interviews, N = 15; author coding and synthesis by the Andragogical principle.

Theme Description Example Illustrative Quotes

Lack of Initial 
Awareness 
& Reactive 
Learning

Many students underestimated the 
importance of project management 
until they faced significant delays. 
Project management competency were 
often acquired reactively rather than 
proactively.

“I didn’t think about project timelines until 
I started missing deadlines.” (P3) “I only 
started learning how to manage my research 
when my progress was already behind 
schedule.” (P6)

Challenges in 
Self-Regulation 
& Autonomy

While students valued flexibility in 
research timelines, many struggled 
with procrastination, ineffective 
time management, and inconsistent 
supervisory expectations.

“Without deadlines from my supervisor, 
I lost track of time.” (P7) “I appreciate 
the autonomy, but sometimes I need more 
structured guidance.” (P5)

Gaps in 
Mentorship & 
Peer Support

Many students lacked access to 
experienced mentors or peer networks, 
making it difficult to navigate research 
project management challenges.

“A mentor could have helped me avoid 
common mistakes early on.” (P10) “It 
would be great to have a peer support system 
where we can share project management 
strategies.” (P12)

Overload 
from Multiple 
Responsibilities

Balancing coursework, research, and 
teaching responsibilities overwhelmed 
students, delaying their ability to learn and 
apply project management competency 
effectively.

“I had too many tasks at the same time, 
so I just kept postponing learning project 
management.” (P5) “Juggling research, 
teaching, and personal life made it hard to 
focus on structuring my work.” (P9)

Lack of 
Practical 
Training & 
Hands-on 
Learning

Students found existing project 
management courses too theoretical, 
lacking direct application to their 
research. Many relied on trial-and-error 
rather than structured training.

“Workshops were about concepts, not real-
life research situations.” (P8) “I mostly 
figured out research management on my 
own by making mistakes and learning from 
them.” (P4)

Fear of Failure 
as a Motivator

Many students only became interested in 
project management after encountering 
setbacks, such as missed deadlines or 
failed research submissions.

“A missed deadline made me rethink 
everything about how I organize my work.” 
(P4) “I only started caring about project 
management when I realized it could impact 
my publication success.” (P1)

https://doi.org/10.15625/2615-8965/22510201
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without intentional scaffolding, Vietnamese 
doctoral students experience uneven and often 
stressful development of project management 
competencies.

Interim conclusions for RQ3: Challenges 
include reactive rather than proactive learning, 
limited self-regulation, insufficient mentorship, 
competing responsibilities, lack of practical 
training, and reliance on failure as a motivator. 
These barriers underscore the need for structured 
and hands-on training interventions.

5. Discussion
This study provides new insights into how 

Vietnamese PhD students perceive and apply 
Andragogy principles in research project 
management. The findings confirm the relevance 
of all six principles of Andragogy—need to 
know, self-concept, prior experience, readiness, 
orientation, and motivation—but also reveal that 
their application is uneven and often reactive.

First, the reactive acquisition of competencies 
observed among participants aligns with Knowles’ 
(1984) argument that adults often recognize 
learning needs only after they encounter real-
world consequences. However, it contrasts with 
Moore and Shemberger (2019), who argued that 
structured and scientific interventions can prompt 
earlier competency acquisition in professional 
settings.

Second, the tension between autonomy 
and structure mirrors earlier debates in adult 
learning. While students valued independence, 
they also expressed difficulty with self-
regulation, confirming that Knowles’ (1980) 
claim that adult learners, although self-directed, 
still require facilitation. Similar patterns were 
reported by Kaddoura and Al Husseiny (2021), 
who reported that learners benefitted most from 
blended approaches that combine autonomy with 
scaffolding.

Third, the lack of mentorship and peer 
support resonates with Wozniak (2020), who 
identified mentorship as central to competency 
development in adult learning. This study extends 
that argument by showing that in Vietnam, the 
absence of mentorship is not just an individual 
shortcoming but also reflects systemic gaps in 
doctoral program structures.

Finally, the limited value of theoretical 
training alone echoes critiques by Hillier (2005) 
and Gboku and Lekoko (2007), who argued that 
adult learners learn most effectively through 
problem-solving and experiential application. 
By confirming this in the Vietnamese doctoral 
context, the study contributes evidence from a 
non-Western setting, addressing the geographical 
gap identified by Savicevic (2008).

6. Conclusions
This study explored how Vietnamese PhD 

students conceptualize and apply Andragogy 
principles in research project management. Three 
main conclusions emerge. First, competency 
development is largely reactive, acquired after 
setbacks, which highlights the need for structured 
early training. Second, while students value 
autonomy, balance with structured guidance is 
essential to sustain progress. Third, persistent 
barriers – limited mentorship, heavy workloads, 
and overly theoretical training – constrain the 
effective application of Andragogy.

The study makes three contributions. 
Theoretically, it bridges adult learning theory and 
project management, showing how Andragogy 
can explain doctoral competency development. 
Empirically, it provides rare evidence from a 
non-Western context, extending debates beyond 
the Western-centric literature. Practically, early 
orientation, structured yet flexible supervisory 
frameworks, and milestone-based training are 
recommended.

For Vietnam’s ongoing doctoral reforms under 
Project 89, these findings suggest that integrating 
Andragogical strategies is essential for building a 
competitive research workforce. Internationally, 
this study offers insights for enhancing doctoral 
education in contexts facing similar challenges.

7. Acknowledgments
The author gratefully acknowledges the 

doctoral participants who generously shared 
their time, experiences, and insights for this 
study. Their openness and commitment made 
this research possible. Appreciation is also 
extended to colleagues and peers who provided 
constructive feedback during the development of 
the manuscript.

https://doi.org/10.15625/2615-8965/22510201



11Issue 2, Volume 21, 2025

References

Alvarenga, J. C., Branco, R. R., Guedes, A. L. A., Soares, 
C. A. P., & Silva, W. D. S. E. (2020). The project 
manager core competencies to project success. 
International Journal of Managing Projects in 
Business, 13(2), 277–292.https://doi.org/10.1108/
IJMPB-12-2018-0274

Bredillet, C., Tywoniak, S., & Dwivedula, R. (2015). 
What is a good project manager? An Aristotelian 
perspective. International Journal of Project 
Management, 33(2), 254-266. https://doi:10.1016/j.
ijproman.2014.04.001

Chan, S. (2010). Applications of andragogy in 
multidisciplined teaching and learning. Journal 
of adult education, 39(2), 25-35. https://files.eric.
ed.gov/fulltext/EJ930244.pdf

Creswell, J. W., & Poth, C. N. (2016). Qualitative 
Inquiry & Research Design: Choosing among Five 
Approaches. Los Angeles, CA: Sage Publications.

Desta, S. Z., & Gugssa, M. A. (2022). The 
implementation of andragogy in the adult 
education program in Ethiopia. Education 
research international, 2022(1), 335-346. https://
doi:10.1155/2022/2028248

Đinh. (2024). PhD education philosophy and its 
affecting factors: are universities re-inventing the 
wheel? Journal of Foreign Language Studies, 77, 
101-109. https://doi:10.56844/tckhnn.77.756

Dương. (2024, 08 09). Số người học tiến sĩ, thạc sĩ trong 
nước tăng. https://vnexpress.net/so-nguoi-hoc-tien 
-si-thac-si-trong-nuoc-tang-4779388.html

Durette, B., Fournier, M., & Lafon, M. (2016). The 
core competencies of PhDs. Studies in Higher 
Education, 41(8), 1355-1370. https://doi:10.1080/
03075079.2014.968540

Efgivia, M. G., Zhahiriyah, F., Widiyanti, M., & Iskandar, 
E. (2021). Implementation of Andragogy Theory 
in Arabic Learning Class XII at Islamic Senior 
High School Azzhahiriyah. In 1st UMGESHIC 
International Seminar on Health, Social Science 
and Humanities (UMGESHIC-ISHSSH 2020) 
(pp. 188-193). Atlantis Press. https://doi:10.2991/
assehr.k.211020.028

El-Amin, A. (2020). Journal of Research in Higher 
Education. Andragogy: A theory in practice in 
higher education, 4(2), 54–69. https://doi:10.24193/
JRHE.2020.2.4

Ernø-Kjølhede, E. (1999). Project Management 
Theory and the Management of Research Projects. 
Copenhagen: Department of Management, Politics 
and Philosophy, CBS. https://research.cbs.dk/en/
publications/project-management-theory-and-the-
management-of-research-projects

Fogelberg, K. (2023). Andragogy. In Educational 
Principles and Practice in Veterinary Medicine (pp. 
133-144). https://doi:10.1002/9781119852865.ch4

Gboku, M. L., & Lekoko, R. N. (2007). Developing 
Programmes for Adult Learners in Africa (African 
Perspectives on Adult Learning). United Nations 
Educational.

Graham, C., & Walsh, M. M. (1996). Adult Education 
ESL Teacher’s Guide. Kingsville, texas: adult 
education center, texas A&I university. https://
educap.com.vn/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/Adu 
lts-Education-ESL-Teachers-Guide.pdf

Guest, G., Bunce, A., & Johnson, L. (2006). How many 
interviews are enough? An experiment with data 
saturation and variability. Field methods, 18(1), 59-
82. https://doi:10.1177/1525822X05279903

Håkansson, A. (2013). Portal of research methods and 
methodologies for research projects and degree 
projects. The 2013 World Congress in Computer 
Science, Computer Engineering, and Applied 
Computing WORLDCOMP 2013 (pp. 67-73). Las 
Vegas, Nevada, USA, 22-25 July: CSREA Press 
USA. https://www.diva-portal.org/smash/get/diva 
2:677684/FULLTEXT02#page=2.78

Henschke, J. A. (1998). Historical antecedents 
shaping conceptions of andragogy: A comparison 
of sources and roots. Paper presented at the 
International Conference on Research in 
Comparative Andragogy. Slovenia: Radovljica. 
https://www.umsl.edu/~henschkej/articles/Hist 
AntecendentAndragogy.pdf

Henschke, J. A. (2015). Focusing on the Six Major 
Themes in the Global Perspective of Andragogy_ 
a June 2015 Update. In International adult and 
continuing education hall of fame repository. 
Knoxville, TN: University of Tennessee.

Hillier, Y. (2005). Reflective Teaching in Further 
and Adult Education 2nd Edition. Bloomsbury 
Academic.

Holgado, A. G., Pablos, S. M., & Peñalvo, F. J. G. 
(2020). Guidelines for performing systematic 
research projects reviews. International 
Journal of Interactive Multimedia and Artificial 
Intelligence, 6(2), 136-144. https://doi:10.9781/
ijimai.2020.05.005

Huljenic, D., Desic, S., & Matijasevic, M. (2005). 
Project management in research projects. 
Proceedings of the 8th International Conference 
on Telecommunication. 2, pp. 663-669. Zagreb, 
Croatia: IEEE. https://doi:10.1109/CONTEL.20 
05.185981

Ika, L. A., & Munro, L. T. (2022). Tackling grand 
challenges with projects: Five insights and a 

https://doi.org/10.15625/2615-8965/22510201



12 VIETNAM JOURNAL OF EDUCATIONAL SCIENCES

research agenda for project management theory 
and practice. International Journal of Project 
Management, 40(6), 601-607. https://doi:10.1016/j.
ijproman.2022.05.008

Jain, S., Lindley, S.E., Rosen, C.S. (2020). How to 
Conceptualize a Research Project. In Roberts, 
L. (eds) Roberts Academic Medicine Handbook. 
Springer, Cham. https://doi:10.1007/978-3-030-
31957-1_35

Joshi, M. R. (2017). The significance of Andragogy 
in present day higher education” creating and 
implementing with a learning experience in 
an atmosphere of competency, commitment & 
credibility”. International Journal of Innovative 
Science and Research Technology, 2(5), 7-11. 
https://ijisrt.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/
The-Significance-of-Andragogy-in-present-day-
higher-Education.pdf

Kaddoura, S., & Al Husseiny, F. (2021). On-line learning 
on information security based on critical thinking 
andragogy. World Transactions on Engineering 
and Technology Education, 19(2), 157-162. http://
www.wiete.com.au/journals/WTE&TE/Pages/Vol. 
19,%20No.%202%20(2021)/01-Kaddoura-S.pdf

Knowles, M. S. (1972). Innovations in teaching styles 
and approaches based upon adult learning. Journal 
of education for social work, 8(2), 32-39. https://do
i:10.1080/00220612.1972.10671913

Knowles, M. S. (1980). The modern practice of adult 
education: From pedagogy to andragogy (revised 
and updated). Englewood Cliffs: NJ: Cambridge 
Adult Education.

Knowles, M. S. (1984). Andragogy in Action: Applying 
Modern Principles of Adult Learning. San 
Francisco: Jossey Bass.

Knowles, M. S., Holton, E., & Swanson, R. (2005). 
The adult learner: the definitive classic in adult 
education and human resource development (6th). 
Burlington: MA: Elsevier.

Lê. (2021). Ministry to pay up to VND3.5 billion for each 
PhD student studying overseas. https://vietnamnet.
vn/en/ministry-to-pay-up-to-vnd35-billion-for-
each-phd-student-studying-overseas-796384.html

Litvinova, T. M., Galuzina, I. I., Babaskina, L. I., 
Babaskin, D. V, Glazkova, I. U., & Savinova, 
O. V. (2023). Project management of the 
lifecycle of students’ research projects in higher 
pharmaceutical education. Research Journal of 
Pharmacy and Technology, 16(12), 5782-5789. 
https://doi:10.52711/0974-360X.2023.00936

MacKeracher, D. (2004). Making sense of adult 
learning. University of Toronto Press.

Magano, J., Silva, C., Figueiredo, C., Vitória, A., 
Nogueira, T., & Pimenta Dinis, M. A. (2020). 

Generation Z: Fitting project management soft 
skills competencies—A mixed-method approach. 
Education Sciences, 10(7), 187. https://doi:10.3390/
educsci10070187

Moore, K., & Shemberger, M. (2019). Mass 
communication andragogy for teaching online 
adult learners. In Teaching Journalism and Mass 
Communication (Vols. 9, No. 1, pp. 35-40). https://
digitalcommons.murraystate.edu/cgi/viewcontent.
cgi?article=1106&context=faculty

Muneja, M. S. (2015). A theoretical basis for adult 
learning facilitation: Review of selected articles. 
Journal of Education and Practice, 6(31), 54-61. 
https://doi:10.61538/huria.v24i1.147

Neubert, A. M. (2020). Navigating Disciplinary 
Differences in (Digital) Research Projects Through 
Project Management. In Digital Methods in the 
Humanities: Challenges, Ideas, Perspectives (p. 
59). https://doi:10.14361/9783839454190-003

Phương Chi. (2021, 05 19). PhD production plan: Will 
Project 89 go a new way? https://vietnamnet.vn/
en/phd-production-plan-will-project-89-go-a-new-
way-737839.html#inner-article

Pratt, D. D. (1988). Andragogy as a relational construct. 
Adult Education Quarterly, 38(3), 160-172. https://
doi:10.1177/0001848188038003004

Rahman, S. A., Tuckerman, L., Vorley, T., & Gherhes, 
C. (2021). Resilient Research in the Field: Insights 
and Lessons From Adapting Qualitative Research 
Projects During the COVID-19 Pandemic. 
International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 20. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/16094069211016106

Savicevic, D. M. (2008). Convergence or divergence 
of ideas on andragogy in different countries. 
International Journal of Lifelong Education, 27(4), 
361–378. https://doi:10.1080/02601370802051504

Sethy, S. S. (2025). Adapted andragogy to teach adult 
engineering students: analyzing their feedback 
about engineering ethics course – an indian context. 
Studies in the Education of Adults, 12(1), 1-12. 
https://doi:10.1080/02660830.2025.2474801

Sharp, J. A., Peters, J., & Howard, K. (2017). The 
management of a student research project. London: 
Routledge. doi:10.4324/9781315238449

Skoglund, T. H., Risan, P., & Johansen, R. B. (2025). 
Andragogy in a military leadership course. 
European Journal of Education Studies, 12(3). 
https://doi:10.46827/ejes.v12i3.5866

Skulmoski, G. J. (2009). Information systems project 
manager soft competencies: A project-phase 
investigation. Project management journal, 41(1), 
61-80. https://doi:10.1002/pmj.20146

Sołtysik, M. Z. (2020). Assessment of project manager’s 
competence in the context of individual competence 

https://doi.org/10.15625/2615-8965/22510201



13Issue 2, Volume 21, 2025

baseline. Education Sciences, 10(5), 146. https://
doi:10.3390/educsci10050146

Sufirmansyah, S. (2019). Actualization of Andragogical 
Learning Strategies for Higher Education in 
Disruption Era. Didaktika Religia, 6(2), 351-70. 
https://doi:10.30762/didaktika.v6i2.1111

Takey, S. M., & de Carvalho, M. M. (2015). Competency 
mapping in project management: An action research 
study in an engineering company. International 
Journal of Project Management, 33(4), 784-796. 
https://doi:10.1016/j.ijproman.2014.10.013

Taylor, B., & Kroth, M. (2009). Andragogy’s transition 
into the future: Meta-analysis of andragogy and 
its search for a measurable instrument. Journal 
of adult education, 38(1), 1-11. https://files.eric.
ed.gov/fulltext/EJ891073.pdf

Tomei, L. A. (2009). Designing Instruction for the 
Traditional, Adult, and Distance Learner: A New 
Engine for Technology-based Teaching 1st Edition. 
Information Science Reference.

Verschuren, P., Doorewaard, H., & Mellion, M. J. (2010). 
Designing a Research Project (second edition). 
The Hague: Eleven International Publishing. 
https://www.boom.nl/media/6/9789059315723_
inkijkexemplaar.pdf

Williamson, K., Burstein, F. & McKemmish, S. (2002). 
Research Methods for Students, Academics and 
Professionals (Second Edition). In Australasian 
Library and Information Studies (pp. 5-23). https://
doi:10.1016/B978-1-876938-42-0.50008-3

Wozniak, K. (2020). Personalized learning for adults: 
An emerging andragogy. In M. A. Shengquan Yu, 
Emerging Technologies and Pedagogies in the 
Curriculum (pp. 185-198).

Youde, A. (2018). Andragogy in blended learning 
contexts: effective tutoring of adult learners 
studying part-time, vocationally relevant degrees 
at a distance. International Journal of Lifelong 
Education, 37(2), 255-272. https://doi:10.1080/02
601370.2018.1450303

https://doi.org/10.15625/2615-8965/22510201


