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Abstract In the years since its independence in 1975, Vietnam has experienced
much political, social, economic, and educational change. Multiple comprehensive
reforms over the past few decades have served to transform Vietnam from a country
of war into an “emerging dragon” across all social and economic sectors, including
education. In 2013, Vietnam passed one of the most significant pieces of education
legislature in the country’s history: Resolution 29, a fundamental and comprehensive
education reform that put the development of Vietnam’s education system at the top
of socioeconomic development plans. This chapter accounts for the major changes
of Vietnam education system after Resolution 29, including the country’s “success
formula” as well as its lapses. It makes further recommendations for educational
policymakers and educators in Vietnam regarding the role of the education sector in
the coming ever-disruptive social and economic context.

5.1 Introduction

The developmental progress of Vietnam has evolved from an education system strug-
gling with the long, brutalizing post-war conflicts to one that made the headlines in
worldwide newspapers for leading other countries in international academic contests
and assessments. In its first attempt to participate in the Program for International
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Student Assessment (PISA) in 2012, Vietnamese youths topped those from OECD
countries, ranking 17th in mathematics, 8th in science, and 19th in reading out of
65 participating nations. Three years later, in the 2015 PISA, the average score of
Vietnam was 32 points above the OECD average (while staying in top 10 worldwide
in science)—equivalent to about one full year of schooling. Overall, given its top
position in the PISA average score ranking and international academic competitions,
Vietnam represents an impressive success story for the effects of efficient investment
in education (Kataoka et al., 2020).

On November 4th, 2013, Vietnam passed one of the most significant pieces of
education legislature in the country’s history: Resolution 29, a fundamental and
comprehensive reform of the education system. Resolution 29 was guided by the
principle that investments in education result in long-term investments in economic
development, and thus put Vietnam’s education system at the top of socioeconomic
development plans. Beginning in 2013, national and local governments unrolled a
series of reforms based around a small number of linked key policy levers: targeted
investment, a changed curriculum and pedagogy, and a focus on teacher quality.

This chapter provides an analysis of the reform implementation through Fernando
Reimers’ five perspectives of educational changes (Reimers, 2020), as well as its
outcomes and challenges.

The analysis utilizes both quantitative and qualitative data, including several
primary sources directly obtained from the Vietnamese government. Our interpreta-
tion of the stated goals andobjectives ofResolution 29derives largely from the official
document. We have also summarized data derived from the reports of international
organizations (including UNESCO and theWorld Bank), and academic papers about
the results of Resolution 29. The most recent 2020 Vietnam Education Sector Anal-
ysis report (MOET, 2020) has informed the bulk of our findings regarding statistical
measures of educational attainment and performance in Vietnam since Resolution
29, as it is the most current and comprehensive review of the relevant data.

To supplement our analysis of these papers and findings, we conducted inter-
views with five leading officials from the Vietnamese education system, including
Director/Vice Director Generals of several departments from Ministry of Educa-
tion and Training and formal Director General of Vietnam Insitute of Educational
Sciences. Although we had access to a great deal of information, the lack of quani-
tative data for ethnic minorities and students with special needs was inevitable.
Interviews with senior managers in the education system will help us to fill in this
missing information. Besides, these interviews provide invaluable reflections on the
implementation and effectiveness of Resolution 29 and inform future directions for
educational policy in Vietnam.
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5.2 Country Context

To fully understand the impact of Resolution 29, it is first necessary to contextu-
alize our discussion within the political, geographic, demographic, social, macroe-
conomic, and labor market environments which have affected the Vietnamese educa-
tion sector over the last two decades. These factors, while external to the immediate
education system, shape the development of education demand and supply.

Historically, Vietnam has gone through five waves of education reform in the
last several decades. In the first wave, which lasted roughly from 1945 to 1954,
Vietnamese education reforms were framed around fighting poverty and illiteracy.
Before the country’s liberation in 1945, the educational system was under French
colonial control, and only 5% of the population was literate (MOET, 2020). The
second wave of reform took place during the Vietnam War, when the country was
temporarily divided; themain objectives during this period of conflict were to expand
the school network and to establish modern universities (Duggan, 2001). Following
the end of the war in 1975, the third major educational reform focused on curriculum
unification between the North and the South of the country (MOET, 2020). The
literacy rate rose to 84% by 1980, and rates continued to increase throughout the
1980s as the government approved new textbooks for all grades over the country
through an intensive anti-illiteracy campaign (MOET, 2020).

Until the mid-1990s, Vietnam’s national education system was divided into a
four-tiered system. This system consisted of (1) pre-school education; (2) general
education; (3) vocational education; and (4) higher education (Duggan, 2001).
This system was highly fragmented and has since been revised to enable signifi-
cant growth in general secondary education. Primary schools and lower secondary
schools were combined, and these systems have now become separate. Despite many
improvements to the education system during this period, severe funding shortages
constrained the size and quality of the education system. The fourth wave of reform
began in 1986, with the passage of the major national reform ‘Doi Moi,’ a major
national reform that switched the country’s economy from a centrally planned system
to socialist-oriented market. The biggest achievement in this period was the general
expansion of universal education; within the first nine years of the reform, general
education grew to 98% enrollment for primary schools and 84% for lower secondary
schools (MOET, 2020). Higher education also witnessed a period of growth, with
the number of postsecondary students tripling from 1998 to 2011 (Duggan, 2001).

Politically, Vietnam is a socialist country. Central legislative authority rests with
the National Assembly of the Socialist Republic of Vietnam, and executive authority
rests with line ministries and agencies. At the local level, each tier of government
has People’s Councils and People’s Committees for the conduct of provincial legisla-
tive and executive authority. The implementation of Resolution 29 was significant in
terms of unifying the objectives of Vietnam’s central governing body, the National
Assembly. Fundamental and comprehensive changes in education often require
changes in political viewpoints, and require coordination between ideas and people,
stakeholders and resources, politics and political implementation. Since educational
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change impacts all levels of society, reform also often results in changes in political
leadership and/or administration. As stated in the Resolution 29, “Education is the
top priority, the cause of the Communist Party, the Government and the people.”
Despite this stated emphasis, the Resolution also acknowledged the government’s
shortfalls in reaching its stated mission.

Indeed, the Resolution attributed weaknesses in the existing educational system to
political and administrative shortfalls. The Resolution emphasized that strengthening
political leadership goes hand in hand with effective policy execution and called for
stronger involvement of the Communist Party in the education system. Politically,
the reform represented a unifying force between government and society, connecting
the aims of education with both the State and the people.

The current economic climate in Vietnam is robust, and favorable for sustained
investment in education. Since the Doi Moi era in the 1980s, strict commitment to
macroeconomic stability and extensive market reforms have helped the country to
achieve rapid and inclusive economic growth (IMF, 2017). To facilitate moderniza-
tion, there has been a labor market shift towards high-skilled jobs. As we will see,
Resolution 29 sought to expand economic investment in Vietnam’s education system
and to suggest policies for training the labor force. In the lead-up to Resolution 29,
education was reprioritized as essential for both social and economic development
and as a vehicle for supporting Doi Moi.

Geographically, the size and shape of Vietnam has had a substantial impact on its
demographics. The population is unevenly distributed from one region and province
to another, with the greatest number of people living in the cities. Urbanization is
on the rise, primarily fueled by migrations in the population cohorts of students
and working age individuals, who move to the cities in search of education and
job opportunities in more dynamic economic zones. The average annual population
growth rate in urban areas from 2009 to 2019 was 2.6% per year, over twice as high
as the average annual national population growth rate, and nearly six times higher
than what was observed in rural areas (MOET, 2020). These disparities in population
density across the country have a direct impact on school organization and related
operating costs (MOET, 2020).

Furthermore, migration trends in the country are currently balanced by population
shifts, including a demographic transition and declining population. From 2009 to
2019, the percentage of total population within the 15–65 age-group declined by
1.1%, accounting for 68.0% of the total population. Based on the same 2019 data,
the proportion of the population under 15 years old and 60 years and older represented
24.3% and 7.7%, respectively (MOET, 2020).While these relative cohort sizes create
a demographic window of opportunity for the country (one working age person for
half a dependent) it also results in a ‘thinned’ population pyramid at the lower tiers—
meaning that, alongside increased life expectancy rates and lower fertility rates, the
country will have a large aging population to care for in the future. While a shrinking
population eases the overall pressure on the education system and allows Vietnam
to benefit from a positive demographic dividend in the immediate context, the shift
presents major challenges for the future.
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Socially, Vietnam has experienced significant improvements in key social indi-
cators over the last decade, creating a particularity conducive environment for
educational demand. However, stark regional, ethnic, and socio-economic dispar-
ities prevail, ultimately affecting schooling systems. Rates of poverty in the country
dropped precipitously from the period of 2002–2018, falling from over 70% to less
than 6% (MOET, 2020). Literacy rates have been on the rise, with the most recent
censuses indicating that around 96% of all Vietnamese people aged 15 and over can
read and write (MOET, 2020). Vietnam has also made remarkable achievements in
health care and disease prevention, especially for children; this is reflected by infant
and maternal mortality rates, which have rapidly decreased in the last two decades
(MOET, 2020). These markers of increased quality of living have created a fertile
environment for the Vietnamese education system.

5.3 The Reform

We can identify five major problems when assessing the Vietnamese education
system before 2013. This analysis is based largely around internal reports obtained
from the Vietnam Ministry of Education and Training.

The first problem is thatVietnamese education is still heavy in theory, and there is a
lack of practice. This is true across grades and subjects, inwhich teachers and students
focused more on rote learning rather than actual understanding. In addition, high-
stake exams have led to teaching and learning that revolves almost entirely around
exams, rather than imparting skills and lifestyle ethics to students. The concept
of “comprehensive education” has not translated into school practice. Ineffective
career-guidance programs have also led to a high dropout rate in high schools.

The second problem conerns equity. Vietnam has done a great job in improving
equality in education but there are still many things that remain to be done. Vietnam
has achieved the goal of universal primary education since 2000 and universalization
of lower secondary education since 2010. There is no gender inequality in access to
basic education (primary and lower secondary education department). Enrollment
rates for ethnic minority students and children with special needs were quite good at
the primary level but fell sharply at the secondary levels. In provinces with difficult
conditions, the percentage of students continuing to study after lower secondary
school is very low, affecting the quality of local human resources.

The third problem is that Vietnam’s education system is fragmented and poorly
connected. The lack of linkage between levels and levels of education makes it diffi-
cult to separate flows. Formal education and continuing education are also discon-
nected. The national qualification framework between training levels has not yet
been established.

The fourth problem is the outdated teaching and assessment methods. Teaching
and learning methods are mainly on transmission of knowledge, which cannot
promote initiative and creativity in teachers and learners. The existing forms
of assessment only focus on results and knowledge, rather than assessing the
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progress and capacity of learners. Students are participating in plenty of summative
assessments but not so much on formative feedback.

The fifth problem is the administrative mechanism of education. Provisions on
decentralization between central and local levels are not clear. Educational institu-
tions, especially higher education institutions, do not have appropriate mechanisms
for autonomy.

The final issue is the lack of quality teachers and administrators. In recent decades,
the supply of teaching staff in Vietnam has been insufficient in both quantity and
quality to keep pace with the demand of institutions and students. Given the size of
the sector in 2012, it was estimated that the system had a shortfall of ten thousand
teachers. Besides, the quality of teachers and administrators also shows signs of
decline. For a long time, teacher education did not attract good students. The cut-off
for entering universties of education are relatively low, leading to poor quality new
teachers. Quality was an even greater issue within high education facilities, with less
than 20% holding a doctorate in the same year.

The shortage in quantity and quality of teaching staff can be explained by the
consistently low income in the education sector. Even though the largest share of
government expenditure on education is put towards staff compensation—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 welfare and benefits—
the average monthly salary of educators in Vietnam were not competitive when
considered against workers from other sectors.

Given the transitional context of the Vietnamese economy within worldwide
movements towards globalization, another comprehensive reform was pivotal to
the country’s socioeconomic development. Thus, a theory of action for the 2013
educational reform addresses these five problems, building off weaknesses to create
opportunity. The fundamental and comprehensive education reform in Vietnam thus
creates an environment for positive change inVietnamgenerally, equipping the young
generations with the tools to advance socio-economic development into the future.

5.3.1 Key Solutions

Broadly, Resolution 29 proposed eight key solutions to address the challenges
affecting the Vietnamese education system: (i) Enhancing innovation in educa-
tion management; (ii) Promoting teachers and education managers’ develop-
ment; (iii) Innovating content and teachingmethods, examination, testing and educa-
tion assessment; (iv) Increasing investment of resources and renewing education
finance distribution mechanism; (v) Strengthening the linkage between universi-
ties 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.
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5.3.1.1 Enhancing Innovation in Education Management

Resolution 29 implemented several key reforms in state and educational manage-
ment. Some of the main policies included administrative decentralization, especially
by allowing local educational agencies to participate in deciding the personnel,
finance, and administration of institutions of preschool education, compulsory
education, and vocational education.

5.3.1.2 Promoting Teachers and Education Managers’ Development

To keep pace with the demand of institutions and students, Resolution 29 deter-
minedthat the teaching force should be increased at all levels, and teacher profes-
sional development should be emphasized. Since most teachers in Vietnam were
undertrained to practice the changes in curriculum, pedagogical methods, and testing
that were put in place with the educational overhaul of Resolution 29, Vietnam has
developed various teacher training programs via in-site training courses as well as
online platforms (WB, 2016).

5.3.1.3 Innovating Content and Teaching methods, Examination,
Testing and Education Assessment

Resolution 29 made important statements regarding the purpose of education, espe-
cially in terms of aligning Vietnam with twenty-first century goals. The reform
emphasized the importance of educational innovation at all levels, from system
down to individual. It addressed social and emotional learning (SEL), soft skills,
and civic learning, and promoted policies to develop “personality, ethics, lifestyle,
law, and citizen’s awareness.” Social and emotional learning is an integral part of
effective schooling at all levels and has become a cornerstone of educational reform
worldwide in the last decade. Resolution 29 recognized and emphasized the impor-
tance of SEL, attempting to orient education towards valuing learners’ capacity and
personal qualities. Cultural learning was stressed in the reform, especially in terms
of aligning educational goals with fundamental cultural values (including Marxism
and the ideology of Ho Chi Minh) and traditional customs and morality. Provisions
for physical education, civic education (national defense and security), and practical
education (career advice and financial knowledge) were also reaffirmed.

Resolution29prioritized revamping educational assessments at all levels of educa-
tion. Some of the policies included within this general reform effort included: (1)
Reducing pressure for exams in secondary schools, especially those designed for
admission to vocational schools and universities; (2) Improving the assessment
methods associated with vocational education institutions, including by enabling
employers to participate in the evaluation of training; (3) Changing the struc-
ture and content of university admission examinations, especially by combining



106 A. V. Le et al.

entrance exams with school records and incorporating measurements of SEL, tech-
nical skills, and organizational abilities within admission papers; (4) Using interna-
tional programs of assessment to help gauge the success of the education system,
from the level of the country as a whole down to each locality.

5.3.1.4 Increasing Investment of Resources and Renewing Education
Finance Distribution Mechanism

In many parts of the country, especially impoverished and rural areas, schools were
under-resourced. Resolution 29 emphasized the importance of improving resourcing
and increasing government expenditure in education across all levels. For preschools
and compulsory secondary education, the State committed to raising investments in
the development of public educational institutions and encouraging the development
of non-public schools to satisfy demands.

The Resolution called to increase funding for higher education and vocational
training as well, setting targets for investment based on economic-technical norms
and quality standards of education services. Beyond increasing government expendi-
tures, the Resolution called for intensifying private sector educational involvement,
especially for vocational education and higher education. By increasing economic
competition in education, all learners, employers, and educational institutions would
be held to higher standards.

5.3.1.5 Strengthening the Linkage Between Universities and the Labor
Market as Well as Scientific Research and Technology Transfer
to Meet Societal Needs

Since theDoi Moi era beginning in 1986,Vietnamhas experienced rapid and inclusive
economic growth (IMF, 2017). To maintain this growth, Resolution 29 emphasized
the importance of keeping education in step with economic development. As such,
the reform instituted policies to connect education with labor market demands. Some
of these policies included rearranging and connecting the network of vocational and
higher education institutions, choosing uniform standards for training levels and
qualifications, and orienting institutions of higher education towards scientific and
technical research, application and practice.

5.3.1.6 Fostering Educational Development for Disadvantaged Areas,
Ethnic Minorities and Social Policy Beneficiaries

In large part due to the geography and demographics of the country, educational
disparities along socioeconomic, ethnic, and regional lines persist in Vietnam.
Ethnic minorities, children living in underdeveloped areas, poor families, families
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with many children, and families whose parents have a background of lower educa-
tional attainment tend to be more vulnerable or at risk to fall into the educational
wayside. Children from disadvantaged at heightened risk of not being ready for
primary school than their better-off peers, and often do not have the same resources
to succeed once within the system. Resolution 29 sought to address these educational
inequities by promoting investment, expanding educational access, and developing
specific policies for the vulnerable groups.

5.3.1.7 Promoting Education Research

To help Vietnam meet the demands of modernization and industrialization, Reso-
lution 29 emphasized the importance of promoting research into educational best
practices. The reform implemented policies to raise the quality and effectiveness of
scientific and technical research on education, especially in the context of pedagogy
and administration. On the budgetary side, these policies centered on increasing
investment for institutions of higher education, combining training and research,
connecting institutions with businesses, and prioritizing the development of labora-
tories/technological centers/experimental facilities. To encourage the development
of attitudes conducive to a scientifically minded society and education system, Reso-
lution 29 suggested introducing “policies [that] encourage students to do scientific
research.

5.3.1.8 Expanding and Improving the Effectiveness of International
Cooperation in Education

International cooperation in education is becoming increasingly important and
prevalent in today’s globalized world. In recognition of this, Resolution 29 imple-
mented policies to help Vietnam exchange best practices with other nations, and to
connect the Vietnamese education system with the resources of an interconnected
world. Among these policies, Resolution 29 provided for more government-funded
overseas training in the sciences and in research, encouraging the increased use of
foreign training institutions for higher education and vocational education.

5.3.2 Major Goals

Beyond these eight major policy directions, the Resolution also targeted specific
aspects of reform at each level of the education system.

For preschool education, the major goals of the reform were to help children
develop their physical, mental, and emotional health, and to prepare children for
the early demands of primary education. The reform also set several benchmarks,
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including universal completion of primary education for all five-year-old children by
2015, exempting all tuition fees by 2020, and standardizing the system of preschools.

For secondary education, Resolution 29 emphasized SEL and healthy physical
habits, the formation of personality and civil capability, and early career advice.
The Resolution also looked towards improving social and cultural education in
secondary schools, with an increased focus on teaching ideals, traditions, ethics,
lifestyles, foreign languages, information technology, practical skills and ability to
apply knowledge to life. In terms of concrete benchmarks, the Resolution set several
interconnected goals: ensuring that all enrolled students graduated from junior high
schools by 2015, the quality of secondary education was raised and made compul-
sory (for at least 9 years) by 2020, and that 80% of adolescents over 18 years of age
completed secondary education or equivalent by 2020. Finally, the reform empha-
sized that all high school curricula incorporate some aspect of vocational guidance,
to help prepare students for careers post-graduation.

For vocational education, the reform not only focused on developing a more
skilled labor force, but also emphasized “Cultivating the gifted, and developing
learners’ personal qualities, creativity, and ability of self-learning Furthermore, it
sought to expand the network of occupational and vocational schooling within insti-
tutions of higher learning, and to diversify technology and training for all profes-
sions. Finally, in terms of continuing education, Resolution 29 made an explicit
effort to increase educational opportunity across all demographics and regions of the
country—especially for those in rural and low SES areas, and for the beneficiaries of
incentive policies. The reform emphasized the importance of lifelong learning and
helping older cohorts to develop knowledge via continued education (in all forms)
and improve professional skills and life quality. These goals were held as essential to
enable workers to change career paths, and to ensure continued national and regional
economic development.

5.4 Implementation Analysis

In this section, we will analyze the implementation of Resolution 29 to identify
the strengths and weaknesses of education policies in the post-resolution period
of Resolution, through the lens of Professor Fernando Reimers’ Five Perspectives:
Cultural, Psychological, Institutional, Political, and Professional (Reimers, 2020).

5.4.1 Cultural Perspective

The educational approach through a cultural perspective will be realized by
comparing educational goals with social needs, focusing on the role of educa-
tion in socioeconomic development, as well as expectations of how schooling fits
into larger societal contexts (Reimers, 2020). Vietnamese society has a tradition of
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attaching importance to learning. Vietnam has always been appreciated for creating
a positive learning environment, ensuring school discipline, and helping students
have good learning attitudes. The participation and encouragement of young people
from parents and students are also positive factors in forming a learning society
(WB, 2020). Besides, Vietnamese society always has high expectations for educa-
tion. Although Vietnam’s education has made achievements that are highly appreci-
ated by the international community, comments on the level of people’s satisfaction
with education on the mass media are still not commensurate. With such cultural
characteristics, Resolution 29 has received the attention and support of the entire
society.

From another angle, education in Vietnam is still very heavy on exams and
academic achievement. As it stands, entrance exams for transfer classes, entrance
exams for selective schools, and university entrance exams are reported to be quite
stressful. In general education, the race and competition take place right from the
moment children prepare for Grade 1. Throughout subsequent levels of education,
the competition only becomes fiercer, often requiring auditions among candidates
and schools. Consequently, students are overloaded with academic assignments and
filled with pressure (Hoang, 2018). For such reasons, in the system of very compre-
hensive solutions for Resolution 29, assessment reform is chosen as the breakthrough
solution. This solution is expected to be the trigger to solve the bottlenecks of the
system (CCCP, 2013). However, the innovation of exams and assessment also faces
many challenges when it directly affects the interests of many people.

As a result of these intense pressures to achieve, there is considerable dishon-
esty rooted in the education sector. The phenomenon of cheating in the high school
for higher grades in graduation exams is cause for societal worry and frustration.
Innovations in testing methods and technology application have helped detect large-
scale score fraud in 2017. With the determination of the Ministry of Education and
Training and authorities, many educational administrators in some localities were
disciplined and some were criminally convicted. However, we did witness that the
exams in the following years were held stably and transparently, regaining trust from
the society and people (MOET, 2020).

5.4.2 Psychological Perspective

We now look at education through a psychological perspective and attempt to eval-
uate student learning using science (Reimers, 2020). Vietnam has performed well in
increasing access to education through universal education at the primary and lower
secondary levels. The quality of education is also praised from the perspective of
international assessments and international science Olympiad results (Kataoka et al.,
2020). However, there are concerns about how teaching and learning at schools in
Vietnam tend to convey knowledge through rote learning. Students are said to be
taught to memorize knowledge, instead of being shown how to apply knowledge. It
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has been stated that Vietnam Education is very good on paper, but good exam results
alone will not prepare pupils for the next industrial revolution (Reed, 2018).

These issues have been clearly identified by Resolution 29, which aims to educate
Vietnamese people with characteristics and competencies that matchVietnam’s rapid
development (CCCP, 2013). An important component of the innovation is to build a
new general education curriculum, moving from a knowledge-based curriculum to a
competency-based curriculum. The process of building a new curriculum has been
implemented since 2016. By the end of 2018, theMinistry of Education and Training
has officially issued a new general education curriculum that fundamentally changes
the approach from “according to content” towards “developing characteristics and
competencies”. The new curriculum is also well-built based on the application of
educational science, ensuring vertical connectivity between the levels in the same
subject, horizontal connection between subjects in the same class level, and is aligned
to the physiological development of learners.

Another point to note in this reform is that the new policy “one curriculum—
many textbooks” is applied for the first time. For the past 45 years, Vietnam has
pursued the policy of a unified national textbook. This approach helps to ensure the
background quality of the education system, but also perpetuates some inadequacies;
specifically, teaching and learning remain too attached to textbook materials, rather
than encouraging new knowledge or skill acquisition. The new policy is implemented
with two goals. The first is to encourage teaching and learning in schools without
textbooks, thereby unleashing the creativity of teachers and students in teaching. The
second is to prompt schools and localities to actively build practical teaching plans
which are suitable to their own needs and expectations (Le, 2020).

Although the curriculum was officially applied in the 2020–2021 school year, the
elements of educational methodology, teaching, and assessment have been partially
applied at all levels, bringing impacts to teaching and learning in general education
(Nguyen et al, 2020).

5.4.3 Institutional Perspective

An institutional perspective requires identifying the norms, structures, organizations,
and elements of the system that can enhance education (Reimers, 2020). Determining
of the role of existing institutions is an important step in the implementation of
Resolution 29. The Ministry of Education and Training is the key player in reform
implementation, alongside all relevant departments. Because the scope of Resolution
29 is very wide, with many large projects implemented synchronously, it also reflects
limitations in the management capacity of the relevant departments. For example,
work of the Renovating General Education Project (GREP) funded by World Bank
has been postponed for nearly 2 years, with many tasks cancelled due to limited
capacity of the Project Management Board (Duong, 2020).
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Considering these limitations, a very strong decentralization mechanism is essen-
tial for ensuring consistency in implementation. The provincialDepartment ofEduca-
tion and Training has a very significant role to play in ensuring the success of the
reform equitably. It should be noted that many levers are decentralized to localities—
including the management of teacher and the allocation of resources for education—
to ensure that the conditions for implementation are met. For example, in primary
education, the new general education school requires that all elementary schools
offer 2 sessions per day. This direction is suitable to meet the real needs of families.
However, only about 65%of localities canmeet the conditions for teaching 2 sessions
per day. The remaining localities should have a reasonable budget allocation plan to
meet the minimum conditions soon (IMF, 2017).

Pedagogical universities also play important roles in curriculum development,
teacher training, and preparation. Pedagogical universities are beneficiaries of the
Enhancing Teacher Education Project (ETEP). The ETEP project is sponsored by
World Bank, with a total investment of up to 100 million USD and the aim of
strengthening capacity for 8 pedagogical universities in point (ETEP, 2019).

The commitment to coordinate a range of key stakeholders from central to local in
education and related disciplines demonstrates a strength of the Ministry of Educa-
tional and Training. However, further studies also suggest that this perspective was
challenged because of the limited capabilities of enforcement agencies, as well as the
ability to effectively connect between different agencies, even within the Ministry
of Education and Training. This restriction will present a major challenge to the
long-term goals of the reform.

5.4.4 Political Perspective

The political perspective describes how various groups’ interests must be addressed
and considered in the development and implementation of reform (Reimers, 2020).
Comprehensive reform through Resolution 29 comes from the highest level, the
Central Committee of the Communist Party of Vietnam, followed by Resolution 88
of theNationalAssemblyofVietnamon innovation. programs and textbooks. Inmany
cases, however, political interests will have strong effects on the implementation of
reform and may override the educational interests of students and parents (Reimers,
2020). This is unavoidable and must be carefully analyzed to minimize conflicts of
interest during implementation.

Further analyzing the implementation of the “one curriculum—many textbooks”
policy, we can clearly see the difficulties in this perspective. This policy affects the
textbook industry, which has been monopolized for more than 50 years in Vietnam.
After the curriculum was approved in late 2018, the competition between textbook
publishers increased. The original plan was that the RGEP Project would undertake
the construction of an official set of textbooks for the Ministry of Education and
Training, and publishers would build other series of textbooks to expand the choices
for students. However, there are conflicting opinions regarding this implementation.
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On one hand, there are many concerns that the Ministry of Education and Training
should not be related to the compilation of the textbooks. This work should be left
entirely to the publishers. This approach will create a fair game among publishers.
On the other hand, there are also many concerns about the need for an official set
of textbooks disseminated by the Ministry of Education and Training. In the early
years of implementing the new policy, this is a safe solution to ensure the quality of
textbooks that prevents reliance on commercial publishers. In the media, lawmakers
are constantly putting pressure on the cancellation of the “one curriculum—many
textbooks” policy. These pressures have significantly affected the implementation
process, as the RGEP project failed to fulfill its initial mission of building an official
textbook set (Ha, 2020).

Despite many such difficulties, the process of reforming curricula and textbooks
has had initial successes. By the end of 2019, the Minister of Education and Training
has approved 5 sets of Grade 1 textbooks, with a total of 46 books in 9 subjects and
educational activities allowing use in the school year 2020–2021. The selection of
textbooks is implemented openly and transparently by localities (MOET, 2020).

5.4.5 Professional Perspective

The professional perspective assesses how well teachers and administrators prepare
for innovation, in terms of both conceptual and procedural knowledge.

In 2018, the Ministry of Education and Training issued professional standards
for teachers and principals of schools and lecturers at pedagogical universities,
to improve the quality of the workforce in the education sector. The Enhancing
Teacher Education Project has built 9 training modules for teachers at each grade
level (elementary, middle, high school) to develop professional competencies, to
meet the professional standards of teachers and to meet the requirements of the new
general curriculum (DTA, 2019).

With respect to qualification standards, most teachers and educational adminis-
trators at all educational levels have met the standard or higher (the percentage of
teachers meeting the standard and above standard for kindergarten is 96.6, 99.0%
for teachers at junior high schools, 99.6% for teachers of high schools, and 82.7%
for university faculty) (MOET, 2020). This is an important basis for the Ministry of
Education and Training in proposing raising training qualifications for teachers in
the new Education Law 2019.

From an interview with Associate Professor Nguyen Xuan Thanh, Director
General of Secondary Education Department, for the Ministry of Education and
Training, we can see that the biggest obstacle that teachers must overcome in
reforming the education system is psychological in nature—after all, the core
information teachers impart remains basically unchanged, and while teachers have
been instructed in new pedagogical methods they still lack specific knowledge
and skills that are subject specific, that provide appropriate pedagogical compe-
tencies within each subject, and allow them to implement instructional tasks and
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approaches to assess students’ knowledge. These should be the focus of professional
learning communities for teachers in the coming period. The Director General of
Secondary Education also mentioned that the “MOET will also be issuing guidance
on professional learning communities and renovating teaching methods and assess-
ment according to the competency-based approach. Our purpose is to raise the quality
of professional learning communities at schools, particularly innovative teaching and
assessment methods, as well as helping school leaders and teachers to actively select
and develop topics and materials, taking the competency-based approach.”

5.5 Reform Outcomes

In the last seven years since the implementation of Resolution 29, Vietnam’s educa-
tion has seen many encouraging results. The results can be categorized in terms of
the eight main policy thrusts mentioned earlier.

5.5.1 Enhancing Innovation in Education Management

Since the 2013 reform, the Education Ministry of Vietnam has implemented several
additional reform laws, which are outlined in the 2020 report Evaluation of imple-
mentation of the 2011–2020 education development strategy (VNIES, 2020) Since
one of the major thrusts of this chapter is exploring the impact of the Resolution
29, noting these recent amendments is necessary for us to mark the changes in the
Vietnamese education system.

The National Assembly promulgated the Education Law (amended) in 2019 and
the Higher Education Law (amending and supplementing several articles) in 2018.
The Prime Minister issued the National Education System towards openness, conti-
nuity and lifelong learning. The Prime Minister promulgated the National Quali-
fication Framework to ensure the equivalence of training levels and qualifications.
However, the system of legal normative documents on education is not consistent.
There are still contradictions and overlaps between sub-law documents (VNIES,
2020).

McAleavy, Ha, and Fitzpatrick identified a policy delivery challenge in Vietnam
education system. Primary schools and lower secondary schools are supported and
monitored by a district-level Bureau of Education and Training, whereas govern-
ment high schools are supervised in a similar way by a provincial-level Department
of Education and Training. Education department officials are expected to explain
policy to schools and provide both support andmonitoring to ensure fidelity of imple-
mentation. According to the regulations, the process is simultaneously both ‘top
down’ and ‘bottom up.’ Under the circumstances, management in schools becomes
rigid, inflexible, and inactive (McAleavy et al., 2018).
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In a recent policy note (WB, 2020), theWorld Bank also offered an in-depth anal-
ysis and assessment of Vietnam’s higher education system, thereby giving recom-
mendations on policies to promote higher education system governance. They stated
that the higher education system inVietnam is highly fragmented acrossmany dimen-
sions, including: (1) Vietnam does not have a single body responsible for the entire
tertiary education and research system, (2) the existence of several hundred public
research institutes operating independently from the universities, (3) multiple by-
laws issued in recent years are seen as contributing to the complexity, fragmentation
and inconsistencies of the regulatory framework, (4) the role played by MOET in
initiating reforms and setting the long-term vision is undermined by inadequate
capacity, resources and information, (5) no unified higher education information
management system (HEMIS), which hinders evidence-based decision-making from
all stakeholders.

5.5.2 Promoting Teacher Professional Development

At the time of Resolution 29, most teachers in Vietnamwere undertrained to practice
the changes in curriculum, pedagogical methods, testing, and management put in
place with the educational overhaul. In the hopes of addressing these issues, Vietnam
has developed various teacher training programs via in-site training courses aswell as
online platforms (WB, 2016). However, after the first semester of implementation,
there are still many shortcomings. Currently, teachers do not fully understand the
innovation objectives and are not given preparation time (VNIES, 2021). To that
end, we believe that the ideology around teacher training needs to be restructured.

As it stands, the MOET has enacted professional standards for teachers, school
principals, and lecturers at pedagogical universities. MOET also proposed raising
training qualifications for teachers in the new Education Law 2019. Specifically,
primary school teachers will have to have a four-year university degree instead of a
three-year degree as before (VNIES, 2020).

Some elements of teacher professional development have been successful because
of Resolution 29, however. Teacher conditions remain quite favorable, with rela-
tively low pupil to teacher ratios (PTRs) and class sizes that are lower than set stan-
dards, especially compared with OECD averages (MOET, 2020). National averages
hide regional and provincial disparities. Teacher shortages are not evenly distributed
across the country, with some shortages affecting disadvantaged regions more than
other regions. Teacher shortage is particularly striking in primary schools offering 2
sessions a day and in upper secondary schools. There is also evidence that teachers
are in short supply in kindergartens (MOET, 2020). As reported in an interview
with Dr. Nguyen Thi Mai Hoa, Permanent Member of Assembly’s Committee for
Culture, Education Youth, Adolescents and Children, there have been substantial
efforts in Vietnam to promote the guidance, implementation, and preparation of
teacher professional development policies by theMinistry of Education andTraining.
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5.5.3 Innovating Content and Teaching Methods,
Examination, Testing and Education Assessment

Major milestones during this period of education include the approval of a new
competency-based curriculum, supported by The World Bank Group and launched
in 2016. The curriculumwas officially approved in 2018, andwill be officially imple-
mented from 2020 (MOET, 2018b). This new national curriculum aims to alter the
outdated teaching and learning methods—which were formerly structured around
the transmission of knowledge and memorization of facts—with technology-based
education to equip studentswith hands on skills necessary for the twenty-first century.
Compulsory subjects were reduced and complemented with optional and integrated
subjects and theme activities (CPTC, 2018).

This is also the first time that Vietnam allowed the application of the policy of
“one curriculum—many textbooks.” However, the implementation in the first year
met many difficulties. From the fact that teachers have not been fully trained, leading
to incorrect understanding of the role of textbooks in the new program. After only
8 weeks, one of the textbooks was rejected by the public, and later discontinued.
Content aside, the main cause identified was the inability of teachers to respond to
reforms (VNIES, 2021).

Assessment reform at primary level is considered a highlight in the period 2013–
2020. The MOET issued Circular 30 in 2014 and Circular 22 in 2016, which guide
schools and teachers in innovating the assessment of students. Instead of evaluating
the students based on the results, the comprehensive assessment aims to encourage
and motivate students. The participatory assessment process is not meant to be
compared to other students, but rather focuses on the progress in each student’s perfor-
mance. When launched in 2014, the process has been challenged due to concerns
about the feasibility by public opinion, schools, and teachers. However, after two
years of implementation, there have been obvious changes in primary education.
The guiding principles of learning and teaching at primary schools now are what the
students learned and what they could do, rather than their grades (VNIES, 2017).

The high school graduation examination and the university entrance examinations
have also been radically renovated in the period of 2013–2020. To begin, the high
school graduation examination and the university entrance examination have been
combined, to become the national high school examination. The examination is held
locally, to reduce, the burden of candidates who must travel to major cities to take
university exams, thus reducing financial pressure on parents and society generally
(Nguyen et al., 2020).
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5.5.4 Increasing Investment of Resources and Renewing
Education Finance Distribution Mechanism

One of the key elements of achievement in the Vietnamese education sector is the
consistently high expenditure on education, and the focus on primary and basic
literacy education to ensure universalization, which specifically benefits the less
advantaged regions. Such investment has yielded positive outcomes, with the overall
rate of return to schooling in Vietnam surpassing those of most nearby countries
(Thanh et al., 2018).

The share of total public expenditure in the education sector has always been
among the largest of social and economic sectors for Vietnam; the country also ranks
high among East Asia countries, with top sharing of public expenditure on education,
approximately equal to Malaysia’s. Meanwhile, the figures for Singapore and The
Philippines are about 2.5–3%, under 4% for Indonesia, Hong Kong and Japan, and
4.5–5% for Thailand and South Korea. It is worth noting, however, that these figures
refer to the public expenditure as proportion of GDP only, and the total amount of
education investment in Vietnam remains relatively low (Kataoka et al., 2020).

In recent years, the Vietnamese government’s investment on education has been
increasing, maintaining around 20%of total budget expenditures (GSO, 2016, 2017).
However, the government expenditure on education, usually high at governmental
central level, proved to be ineffective when spending autonomy was granted to local
authorities. This is the result of the decentralization movement, whereby much of the
responsibility of education decision making is shifted to provincial level authorities.
In the recent higher education policy note by World Bank (WB, 2020), as of 2013,
64% of total expenditure on education was distributed by local government, whose
spendingpriorities vary substantially across the country.This figurewasnot improved
much in recent years (Viet et al., 2020).

5.5.5 Promoting Science, Technology and Innovation
Performance

Despite remarkable progress in the quantity of research output, Vietnam remains at
the bottom of benchmarking country list in the recent policy note by World Bank
(WB, 2020). In terms of quantity, the number of citable documents per one million
inhabitants of Vietnam is higher than that of the Philippines, but lower than that of
Indonesia, Malaysia, and Singapore. In terms of quality and impact, Vietnam ranks
bottom in the list.

Measures of technology transfer indicate that the contribution ofVietnam’s univer-
sities to the national innovation system is also very low, at 1.24 patents per million
of population, lower than that of Philippines (1.35), Thailand (3.16) and less than
even 1% of China (233). On innovation capacity, Vietnam ranked 45th among 126
countries in 2018. This is an improvement of Vietnam from the rank of 64th in 2008.
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According to World Bank report on Science, Technology and Innovation in
Vietnam, this low performance is identified because of inadequate and inefficient
financing, insufficient research talent, limited links to the global research frontier, low
level university-industry linkage, and under-developed research/ICT infrastructure
(WB, 2019).

5.5.6 Fostering Educational Development for Disadvantaged
Areas, Ethnic Minorities and Social Policy
Beneficiaries

To ensure equal access to educational opportunities, promoting universalization of
general education matters. Vietnam achieved universal primary education in 2000
and universal lower secondary education in 2010. One of the greatest achievements
of Vietnam’s education over the past five years is the universalization of preschool
education for all 5-year-old children.Asof 2017, profound effects on the development
of preschool education have been documented. Comparing to 2010, the school’s
retention rate has expanded rapidly, with the enrollment rates of 5-year-old children
rising by 13% to reach 99.96% in 2017 (MOET, 2018a).

Vietnam has made impressive strides regarding gender equity in education.While
participation rates by female students have always been approximate to male coun-
terparts at all study levels, over the past few years, researchers have found a reverse
gender gap in enrollment and attainment rates, particularly regarding upper secondary
level completion rates. However, there are still disparities in the quality of educa-
tion between students in different target groups, especially, for students of ethnical
minorities and students with disabilities (Vinh, 2019).

Improving educational access for ethnic minority children is the first policy
priority, to be implemented by strengthening current government initiatives. One
major leverage point is improving high-quality early-childhood education programs,
especially by assigning teaching assistants proficient in the local mother languages
in the beginning years of primary school to help facilitate the transition for children
who do not speak Vietnamese at home. Another major factor is providing financial
support—including cash transfer programs to households, subject to school atten-
dance—to encourage children to attend upper secondary school. The enrollment
numbers of ethnic minority students decreased dramatically from primary to tertiary
level. These low educational attainment rates towards higher levels of study also
seemed to be more potent for some specific groups of ethnic minorities (Dang &
Glewwe, 2018).

Despite efforts to support students with disabilities, the outcomes have not been
improved, because of lower enrollment population at higher education. According to
statistics from 2016 to 2017 byUNICEF andGSO, only 1% children with disabilities
are in a special school/classroom (UNICEF&GSO, 2018). The percentage of schools
with suitable infrastructure and sanitation facilities for students with disabilities are
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2.9% and 9.9%, respectively. Even though a quarter of children with disabilities aged
2–17 live in poor households with schooling opportunity of 21% lower than those
without disabilities, only 55.5% benefit from tuition fee reduction or exemption.

5.5.7 Promoting Educational Research

Moving forward, the question Vietnamese policy makers and educators must ask
themselves should be how to prepare learners for a fast-changing context and required
skills sets. An education environment that favors innovation and creativity, particu-
larly focusing on the role of lifelong learning and sustainable development of learners,
is fundamental. The evolution of such a system must be based on research-informed
policies, particularly research in the field of educational sciences. According to a
bibliometric analysis from Clarivate Web of Science database between 1991 and
2018 (Hoang et al., 2019), even though academic research output in education is
rather underdeveloped, we can still observe an upward pattern over the last ten years,
which signifies a fertile prospect for education in the country moving forward.

The Government has assigned the Ministry of Education and Training to lead
the national research program on educational science in the 2016–2020 period.
According to reports, 49 national tasks have been identified to support the implemen-
tation of the objectives of Resolution 29. These assignments have made an important
contribution to a wide range of legal normative tasks. According to the report of the
Office of Educational Science National Program (ESNP, 2020), dozens of mono-
graph book and hundreds of scientific articles have been published, and hundreds
of conferences and seminars have been held. The program is expected to continue
implementing phase 2 from 2021 to 2025.

5.5.8 Expanding International Cooperation in Education

International cooperation in education has been strongly promoted in the period
2013–2020. The number of overseas students has steadily increased, about 8–10%
annually. The number of foreign students in Vietnam also doubled during this period,
from 11,000 international students in 2013 to 21,000 international students in 2018.
The number of Agreement scholarships awarded by Governments of other countries
to Vietnamese students has also nearly doubled, from 862 scholarships granted in
2013 to 1446 scholarships granted in 2019 (Ly & Marginson, 2019).

The size of affiliate programs is also constantly expanding, with about 35,000
people studying each year. The number of foreign-invested educational institutions
has expanded, fromonly two foreign-invested universities to five universities in 2017.
To date, there are 29 high schools with foreign investment. FDI projects in educa-
tion are stable in terms of total investment. However, ODA and non-refundable aid
to education have decreased in recent years as Vietnam has entered the group of
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low middle-income countries. Accreditation of affiliate programs, or foreign educa-
tional institutions, remains difficult. There is not much cooperation on credit recog-
nition and conversion with regional and international countries. Therefore, there are
still many shortcomings surrounding the recognition of diplomas (DIC, 2019).

5.6 Challenges

This chapter focused on three components in designing the future of teaching and
learning from Resolution 29 onwards: pedagogy, assessment, and management.
These three elements are interrelated in both function and implementation, and thus
should be enacted in harmony.

5.6.1 Pedagogy

Pedagogy is an important component of an effective instructional core. Children’s
school readiness is positively correlated with high quality trained teachers and higher
teacher class ratios (Reimers, 2020). Since teachers’ professional development is
still under resourced, we suggest reforming the training surrounding pedagogy in
Vietnam. For the most successful TPD, teachers should share best practices and learn
from each other both vertically and horizontally, in the form of professional learning
communities. The higher the teacher training level and reputation, the lower the
proportion of children who are vulnerable or at risk. Thus, there must be institutional,
political, and professional support to make the necessary changes.

To support these changes, the psychological and cultural framework of teaching
also needs to be shifted. We believe that through professional learning communities,
teachers will be given safe spaces and opportunities to share and ask about their prac-
tice. These communities will empower teachers, by giving them more agency over
their lessons. As teachers are the most important stakeholders of education reforms,
strengthening the teaching force with strengthen the education system gener-
ally. Finally, since teachers’ professional development is still under-resourced, we
suggest reforming the training surrounding pedagogy. Here again, Vietnam could
learn from OECD leaders such as Finland, Hong Kong, and Canada, which hold
strict standards for training and selecting their teachers (Reimers, 2020).

5.6.2 Assessment

Vietnamese students at all levels are reportedly lacking in skills and motivation;
according to the most recent ESA report, a non-negligible number of students
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report dislike for attending school or their poor learning capacities, as well as finan-
cial constraints (MOET, 2020). We believe that some degree of this pattern can be
attributed to Vietnam’s educational assessment system, which is still too heavily
focused on results rather than processes, and further exacerbates the mismatch
between education and practical market demands. With this in mind, we believe
that the espoused goals and framework of Vietnam’s education system should be
changed. The objectives of education could be renovated to better fit the interna-
tional standards of education, proposed by the OECD report. Rote learning should be
abandoned and project-based learning, which suggests cooperation and innovation,
should be emphasized more. In this case, we believe that cultural and psycholog-
ical shifts (especially from parents and teachers) are important and will help to lead
the Vietnamese education system towards accepting more formative assessments as
opposed to summative assessments.

5.6.3 Management

Ultimately, themanagement of education (from the level of theMinistry of Education
down to district level leaders or principals), the context of education (sociocultural
environment, expectations, and norms), as well as the actual pedagogy of education
must all come together cohesively to deliver results. Since no single part of this
system can function without the other parts, spending on curriculum will amount to
nothing without school leaders and teachers who can carry out the pedagogy. If the
Vietnamese education system is to create successful training and policy for profes-
sional development, it will need continuous support fromall institutional and political
structures and key stakeholders. Empowering teachers and school leaders will be the
most important effort in building on Resolution 29 into the future.

In addition, considering that decentralizing spending autonomy is proven to be
ineffective in Vietnam, we suggest that Vietnam holds most of its budgetary power
in the central educational authority. Compared with smaller or higher-income coun-
tries, Vietnam does not currently have the infrastructure to support breaking the
federal budget on education regionally. We also recommend that Vietnam makes
its spending more transparent; in countries like Finland, making educational costs
publicly available has been proven to have positive results for public discourse and
educational change (Reimers, 2020).

5.7 Conclusions

Education should be leveraged as an indispensable asset in confronting the many
uncertainties that the future holds for Vietnam. Newly emerging challenges concern
the quality of Vietnam’s human resource base: the need for higher skill levels, foreign
and Western languages, and IT competencies to function in an internationalized
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market and educational environment. In Vietnam’s education policies since 2000,
and especially with Resolution 29 in 2013, the dialogue around education has begun
to reflect notions of a “learning society.” This is a positive trend, which should be
encouraged and supported.

Vietnam has been an emerging dragon in education for the last decade, in large
part due to the ideologies and successes of Resolution 29. Moving forward, Vietnam
can build on the strengths of Resolution 29, and tackle its limitations in the next
round of reform. Vietnam has only more success yet to come. The dragon is only
waking up.
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