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Introduction
Education has long been a cornerstone of Vietnamese society, deeply embedded in its
cultural fabric and revered as a pathway to individual and collective advancement.
From ancient traditions valuing scholarship and moral cultivation to the modern
imperative of global integration, the pursuit of knowledge has consistently shaped the
nation's trajectory. Education In Vietnam: A Comprehensive Overview from Early
Childhood to Higher Education embarks on a detailed exploration of this dynamic and
multifaceted system, offering readers an in-depth understanding of its historical
evolution, current landscape, and future aspirations. This book is designed to provide
a foundational resource for anyone seeking to comprehend the intricate mechanisms
and profound impact of education in Vietnam.

Vietnam's journey in nation-building and economic development is inextricably linked
to the significant investments and continuous reforms within its education sector. As
the country transitioned from a centrally planned economy to a socialist-oriented
market economy, education has been pivotal in fostering human capital, driving
innovation, and promoting social equity. This book delves into the structural
components, policy frameworks, and pedagogical practices that characterize
Vietnamese education today, revealing how the system strives to balance national
identity and cultural preservation with the demands of a rapidly changing globalized
world. We will navigate the diverse educational experiences, from the foundational
years of early childhood development to the specialized realms of vocational training
and advanced higher education.

This comprehensive overview aims to illuminate the complex interplay of factors that
influence educational provision and outcomes across Vietnam. We will examine the
administrative structures and governance models that steer the system, alongside the
crucial aspects of funding and investment that underpin its operations. The journey
through the Vietnamese educational landscape begins with early childhood education,
exploring its curriculum and policies, before progressing to primary and secondary
schooling, where we dissect key subjects, teaching methodologies, and the critical role
of examinations and assessments. Understanding these foundational stages is
essential to appreciating the subsequent pathways available to Vietnamese learners.

Beyond general education, the book provides dedicated attention to specialized areas
such as teacher training and professional development, recognizing the pivotal role
educators play in shaping future generations. We also delve into vocational and
technical education, a vital component for national economic growth, and offer an
extensive examination of the higher education system, including its structure,
institutions, access, admissions, and curriculum development. Furthermore, crucial
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topics like quality assurance, research and development, and the increasing
internationalization of Vietnamese universities are explored, highlighting Vietnam's
commitment to global academic standards and collaborations.

Recognizing the diverse needs within the population, this book also addresses
education for students with special needs and the unique considerations for ethnic
minority education, underscoring Vietnam's efforts toward inclusive learning
environments. The growing significance of non-formal and lifelong learning, alongside
the transformative role of technology in education, are also thoroughly investigated.
Finally, we confront the contemporary challenges and ongoing reforms within
Vietnamese education, analyze the impact of global trends, and cast an eye towards
the future, outlining the promising directions and prospects for educational
development in Vietnam.

Education In Vietnam is intended for a broad audience, including academics,
researchers, policymakers, educators, students, and anyone with a keen interest in
understanding the educational landscape of this vibrant Southeast Asian nation. By
offering a detailed yet accessible account, this book seeks to contribute meaningfully
to scholarly discourse and practical understanding, fostering greater appreciation for
the achievements and ongoing evolution of education in Vietnam.
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CHAPTER ONE: Historical Foundations of Vietnamese
Education
The story of Vietnamese education is a rich tapestry woven with threads of indigenous
traditions, foreign influences, and unwavering national resolve. To truly understand
the contemporary landscape of learning in Vietnam, one must first journey through its
long and often tumultuous past, observing how educational ideals and practices have
evolved, adapted, and endured. Far from a static concept, education in Vietnam has
been a dynamic force, mirroring societal changes and frequently acting as a catalyst
for them.

Long before the arrival of foreign powers, Vietnamese society cultivated a deep
respect for learning, rooted in Confucian principles. This emphasis on scholarly
attainment wasn't merely about acquiring knowledge; it was about moral cultivation,
developing character, and serving the community. Education was seen as the primary
vehicle for individual advancement and for upholding social harmony. Scholars, often
revered figures, played crucial roles in advising rulers and shaping cultural norms. The
pursuit of learning, though primarily accessible to the elite, set a precedent for the
value placed on intellect and wisdom within the broader society.

Early forms of education were often informal, centered within families, temples, and
communal houses. Elders and respected scholars would impart knowledge of classical
texts, ethics, and traditional crafts. This localized approach ensured the transmission
of cultural heritage and practical skills from one generation to the next. The focus was
on rote memorization, ethical reasoning, and the application of wisdom to daily life.
Even in these early stages, the link between education and societal well-being was
unmistakable, laying a sturdy foundation for future developments.

The formalization of education began to take shape with the establishment of the first
independent Vietnamese dynasties. Inspired by the Chinese imperial examination
system, Vietnamese rulers recognized the strategic importance of a meritocratic
bureaucracy. The Quốc Tử Giám (Temple of Literature), established in Hanoi in 1070,
stands as a monumental symbol of this early commitment to institutionalized learning.
It served as the first national university, initially educating the sons of royalty and high-
ranking mandarins, and later opening its doors to exceptionally talented commoners.
This institution marked a significant shift towards a more structured and standardized
approach to education.

The imperial examination system, which truly blossomed during the Lý and Trần
dynasties, became the primary gateway to officialdom. These rigorous examinations
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tested candidates on their knowledge of Confucian classics, history, literature, and
administrative principles. Success in these exams brought immense prestige, power,
and social mobility, even for those from humble backgrounds. This system, while
sometimes criticized for its rigid adherence to classical texts and its exclusionary
nature, undeniably fostered a culture of intense academic competition and a deep-
seated respect for intellectual achievement. It also created a powerful incentive for
individuals and families to invest heavily in education.

Under subsequent dynasties, particularly the Lê dynasty, the examination system was
further refined and expanded. Schools were established at provincial and district
levels, creating a more widespread network of learning. While access remained limited
compared to modern standards, the idea that merit, rather than solely birthright,
could determine one's destiny through education gained considerable traction.
Scholars who passed the highest examinations were celebrated, their names inscribed
on steles at the Temple of Literature, serving as enduring testaments to their
achievements and inspiring future generations.

The arrival of French colonialism in the mid-19th century brought about profound
changes to the existing educational landscape. The French administration gradually
dismantled the traditional Confucian-based examination system, replacing it with a
new model designed to serve colonial interests. This new system introduced elements
of Western education, including the French language as the medium of instruction,
and subjects like science, mathematics, and European history. The stated goal was to
create a cadre of Vietnamese administrators and civil servants loyal to the colonial
regime, but the actual impact was far more complex.

Initially, French colonial education was limited in scope, primarily serving the children
of the Vietnamese elite and those who collaborated with the French. The curriculum
emphasized French culture and values, often at the expense of Vietnamese history
and identity. However, despite its inherent biases and limitations, this period
introduced new pedagogical methods and modern academic disciplines that would
eventually contribute to the modernization of Vietnamese education. It also created a
stark divide between those who received a Western-style education and those who
adhered to traditional learning.

The early 20th century witnessed the emergence of Vietnamese nationalist
movements, many of which recognized the critical role of education in achieving
independence. Nationalist scholars and revolutionaries, often educated in both
traditional Vietnamese and modern Western systems, began to advocate for an
education that fostered national consciousness and prepared Vietnamese people for
self-rule. Phan Bội Châu and Phan Chu Trinh, prominent figures of this era,
championed educational reforms that would blend traditional values with modern
scientific knowledge, aiming to strengthen the Vietnamese spirit and intellect.
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During this period, clandestine schools and educational initiatives emerged, promoting
Vietnamese language, history, and culture, often in defiance of colonial restrictions.
These efforts highlighted a deep-seated desire among the Vietnamese people to
preserve their cultural identity through education, even under oppressive conditions.
The development of Quốc ngữ, the romanized script for the Vietnamese language,
played a pivotal role here. Initially promoted by missionaries, it became a powerful
tool for literacy and the dissemination of nationalist ideas, significantly broadening
access to written knowledge beyond the elite who could master classical Chinese
characters.

The August Revolution of 1945 and the subsequent declaration of independence
marked a watershed moment for Vietnamese education. The newly formed
Democratic Republic of Vietnam, under the leadership of Ho Chi Minh, immediately
prioritized the fight against illiteracy and the establishment of a national education
system. "Learning is the light, illiteracy is darkness" became a powerful slogan,
reflecting the government's commitment to universal education. This era saw a
massive nationwide campaign to eradicate illiteracy, mobilizing people from all walks
of life to teach and learn.

The focus shifted dramatically towards creating an education system that served the
needs of the independent nation. This included promoting patriotism, socialist ideals,
and practical skills necessary for national reconstruction and defense. Education was
seen as a tool for social transformation, ensuring equity and providing opportunities
for all citizens, regardless of their background. The curriculum was redesigned to
reflect Vietnamese history, culture, and scientific advancements, with Vietnamese as
the sole language of instruction.

During the protracted wars for independence and reunification, education continued
amidst immense challenges. Schools were often moved underground, and teachers
and students played active roles in the national resistance. The resilience of the
educational system during these turbulent times is a testament to the profound value
placed on learning by the Vietnamese people. Even in the face of conflict and scarcity,
efforts were made to maintain schooling, demonstrating an unwavering belief in
education as fundamental to the nation's future.

Following the reunification of Vietnam in 1975, the education system of the North was
extended to the South, aiming to standardize and unify educational practices across
the entire country. This period focused on consolidating socialist education principles,
promoting collective values, and supporting economic reconstruction. While facing
significant post-war challenges, the government continued to invest in expanding
access to education at all levels, from primary school to higher education.

The late 1980s and early 1990s marked another significant turning point with the
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initiation of Đổi Mới (Renovation) reforms. As Vietnam transitioned towards a market-
oriented economy, the education system also underwent substantial changes to adapt
to new socio-economic realities. This involved a move away from a purely centrally
planned model to one that encouraged greater autonomy for educational institutions,
diversified funding sources, and emphasized the development of skills relevant to a
modern economy. The introduction of private and semi-private educational institutions
began to gradually diversify the educational landscape.

The Đổi Mới era also saw an increased emphasis on international integration in
education. Vietnamese educators and policymakers began to look outward, studying
educational systems in other countries and seeking collaborations. English language
instruction gained prominence, and efforts were made to align Vietnamese higher
education with global standards. This period laid the groundwork for the more
extensive internationalization efforts that would characterize the early 21st century.

Throughout these historical transformations, several core tenets have remained
consistent in Vietnamese education. The profound respect for teachers, often referred
to as "second parents," is a deeply ingrained cultural value that persists to this day.
The emphasis on hard work, discipline, and academic achievement continues to drive
students and families. Moreover, the belief in education as a powerful engine for social
mobility and national development has been a constant driving force, adapting to
different political and economic contexts but never truly diminishing.

The historical journey of Vietnamese education, therefore, is not merely a chronicle of
institutions and policies; it is a narrative of cultural resilience, national aspiration, and
an enduring commitment to enlightenment. From the ancient Confucian academies to
the modern, globally integrated universities, education has consistently been at the
heart of Vietnam's identity and its vision for the future. Understanding these deep
historical roots provides an essential lens through which to examine the contemporary
challenges and triumphs of the Vietnamese educational system, setting the stage for a
deeper exploration of its current structures and practices.
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