A Possible Higher Education Pedagogy for Vietnam

Michael Burgess, Graduate School of Management, La Trobe University
Mike Turner, Graduate School of Management, La Trobe University

Abstract.
Transforming economies are sites of upheaval sandwiched between old and new institutional demands.  Prevailing management finds that it must be responsive to economic, social and political imperatives and influences but these are not static.  Business and management education is a critical ingredient in establishing a viable managerial genre in a transitioning economy.  But is the standard of higher education in Vietnam commensurate with its economic and other needs?

Several major features characterise Vietnam's higher education and differentiate it from the usual classical model.  In Vietnam, higher education has been diversified into a complex institutional matrix to reflect the needs of an economy rapidly transforming.  But what adaption does a pedagogy that may have been appropriate in a centrally driven or command economy need to undergo to become appropriate for an economy based around the needs of the market.

Vietnam has experienced sustained high levels of economic growth over recent years, yet its global competitiveness index does not seem to be improving in parallel.  Previous research indicates significant differences between Vietnamese and Western styles of management. Country culture is, however, not a homogeneous phenomenon and differences appear between the management and outcomes in both the North and South of Vietnam.

The authors contend that one way of addressing this disparity in methodology and subsequent outcome is for higher education business and management courses to be Vietnamised to provide a construct by which western management techniques might be better understood.
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Introduction

Trang Quynh and his Fear of the Exam:
In the ancient times, custom demanded that candidates to the Mandarinal examinations should make offerings for protection.

Trang Quynh did not believe in the gods, but his parents did not want their son to create displeasure in heaven thus leading to failure.  So, being the obedient son he did as his parents bid but squandered the money given to him.

Entering the temple empty handed, he bowed in prayer saying: ‘I am poor with nothing to offer, but if you protect me from the exam, I will offer you a cow’.  Subsequently he received the equivalent of a Masters degree (Cong Sinh) 

Remembering his prayer he borrowed a cow and her young calf which he took to the temple and tied to the altar.  On turning with the calf to depart, the cow lunged towards her young one, dragging with her the altar and objects of veneration that had been placed on it.

Trang Quynh took this as an omen that heaven returned the offering in recognition of his poverty, and departed with the cow and calf, with his qualification, and with his belief system intact. 

Like most legends, the legend of Trang Quynh has its basis in some degree of historical fact.  This story is one of several that recounts the exploits of Trang Quynh, a folk hero based on a real-life seventeenth-century Confucian scholar from Thanh Hoa Province.  He lived in a time of upheaval, and his sharp-witted stories sought to attack the Ly Dynasty and defend the common person.  In a contemporary setting, Trang is a student that seeks to meld his level of intellect and understanding of traditions for positive outcomes.  He does not wish to merely accept and acquiesce to the general state of affairs as it does not really tally with appropriate landscape conditions.  The story has major underlying political, social and strategic assumptions.  What would Trang Quynh think of today’s system of education in Vietnam in relation to pedagogy for strategic outcomes?  How would he write the story of today?  And if Trang were to adopt a position that was objective additional to his immediate need, which position would he support: the education administrators, the courses taught in higher education, both or none?
Vietnam on the World Stage

What is a true education system if it does not aid the social development of a country by combining modern knowledge with national culture?  Vietnam is the 150th member of the WTO, yet what educational models guide Vietnam’s thinking as it takes its rightful place amongst the family of nations?  If UNESCO is accepted as a standard by which Vietnam’s education standard might be scrutinised, what might be the results of such an examination?  UNESCO stresses the equality of each cultural tradition and recognises the value of each civilising experience as an invaluable and integral part of the commonly shared human experience. 
 

Pine and Gilmore
 suggested that transforming economies can be compared to sites of upheaval sandwiched between old and new institutional demands.  Vietnam is no different in this regard.  Globally prevailing management must be responsive to economic, social and political imperatives.  Business and management education is a critical ingredient in establishing a viable managerial genre in a transitioning economy.  But is the paradigm of higher education in Vietnam commensurate with its economic and other needs? 
In its rush to accept partnerships with international universities as a way of improving its higher education system, what is Vietnam ignoring in its higher education matrix that sees it experience sustained high levels of economic growth, yet its global competitiveness index does not seem to be improving in parallel?
  For example, in education, enrollment rates at all levels remain low (ranked 71st, 102nd, and 109th for primary, secondary, and tertiary enrollments, respectively).  In business, regulation is perceived as burdensome (120th) with the number of procedures (11, 110th) and time (50 days, 118th) required to commence a business.  In corporate governance, the private sector is not seen as being sufficiently accountable (124th), partly because of the weakness of investor protection (133rd - third to last).

Education as a tool for Assimilation
In Vietnam, and elsewhere where France indulged in a nationalistic need to rival great Britain through colonial expansion, the nation implemented a strategy of “mission civilisatrice”
 — the civilization of native cultures through assimilation to French culture.  This policy was invoked wherever the French pursued their own interests, under colonial rule
.  The assimilated people would ultimately become ‘French’, however equality was a rare phenomenon as they were expected to accept and bow to the concept of the superiority of French culture. The French masters held little respect for Vietnamese culture and treated those who failed to accept French intellectual and cultural dominance with harsh retribution
.
Now let the situation be reversed.
The Vietnamese people are now keen to assimilate themselves into the global village via, in the example of this paper, education.  Again, this would presuppose that educational systems external to Vietnam are of a higher standard than the model adopted and pursued by the Vietnamese people.  With the influx of foreign universities, the Vietnamese higher education appears influenced by aspects of university patterns drawn, for example, from the United States, the United Kingdom, and Australia.  The teaching of higher education in the English language is another matter.
Education is an undividable part of the social, political and economic influences of a society.  The education system in Vietnam draws on a rich tapestry of national history, struggle against invasions and domination, different systems running in parallel owing to partition and recent economic developments that have seen Vietnam grow faster than other contemporary societies.  Could the headlong rush into accepting international forms of education be seen as akin to a new form of assimilation?  The point in raising this is that while Vietnam’s partaking on the world stage is a laudable ideal it needs a comprehensive mechanism for remaining there – education.  And in a higher education system for which foreign appears to be appealing if not superior, what sort of message is being sent to those students in Vietnam who will enter it over the next five years?  
The Education Paradigm in Vietnam
The authors believe that an educational form of “mission civilisatrice
” is being applied in Vietnam by western educators. Standard courses are being delivered in English, with students being taught western theory and concepts by mainly western lecturers. From 2005 to the present day, the authors have been delivering MBA subjects at Hanoi University mainly to full time employed people. Each subject is delivered over a two week period and in each week students are required to attend two lectures of three hours duration each on Sunday, and one three hour lecture each on Tuesday, Wednesday and Friday evenings. The schedule is tight and students must complete tests or assignments within that period. During the two week period students are also expected to meet externally with their group members to prepare in-class presentations, and to fit in their work and family lives. Most also work every day plus a half day on Saturday. 
Initially the authors observed that many students found the MBA extremely difficult and as such had problems in applying theories and concepts that they learned in class to their companies. Some appeared stressed, nervous and unwilling to discuss their study problems with the lecturers.  Observing these factors, the authors wanted to ascertain how and why students applied themselves to their studies. To understand the student learning, an investigation as to how they approached learning tasks, what was their conception of learning and the contextual factors that influenced their approach, was conducted.

Vietnam is a country of more than 86 million people; 60% of the population being under 35 years of age.
 Vietnam’s education needs for this young population are therefore enormous.  Within this demographic some 1.6 million (about 2%) attend some form of higher education.  Each year approximately 1.2 million students graduate from secondary education but the enrollment to higher education is only around 300,000.
  Vietnam has some 140 universities but as yet Vietnam does not have a university represented in the world’s top 200.

For the inclusion of the Vietnam higher education system and its individual institutions to be represented in the international knowledge community, consideration of both subjective and objective factors are necessary.  Objectively speaking, if we accept Gidden’s views regarding structuration,
 the education system in Vietnam today arises from the relations between administrators and perticipants that have been organised and reproduced into its practices over a very lengthy period of time (perhaps commencing with the establishment of the Temple of Literature in Hanoi in 1076), having regard to such influences as history, geography, population, beliefs etc.  It is the repetition of the acts of individual agents within the education sphere which has caused the existence of the present structure.  This also means that these can be changed when people start to ignore them, replace them, or reproduce them differently, as is occurring.
Allied with this objectivity is subjectivity.  People (the ‘actors’) in Gidden’s Structuration Theory
 are ‘Knowledgeable Agents’ giving them them capacity to transform situations as they are not merely passive adherents to institutional or structural arrangements.  These knowledgeable agents can subjectively alter for the future, and control for the present, moving beyond their inheritance, the present material constraints away from the present organic growth towards a model of coherence. 
The authors’ findings 

The authors asked for volunteers from among students who had completed their MBA in Vietnam.  Each interview was conducted individually and extensive notes were taken to ensure accuracy of information when the report was being compiled.  It was found that the majority of those interviewed displayed according to Ramsden, (1999)
, a surface approach to learning where they tended to focus on what was required to pass a subject. They seemed to be operating at the uni-structural level of SOLO where they may have made simple and obvious connections without grasping their significance.  They may have also picked up and used one or two aspects of the tasks required but there understanding of MBA subjects appeared to be nominal. (Biggs, 1999).
  According to Biggs, SOLO, (Structure of the Observed Learning Outcome), provides a systematic way of describing how a learner's performance grows in complexity when mastering an academic task.  The authors found this concept to be useful in designing the curriculum objectives, which describe where a student should be operating, and for evaluating learning outcomes so that they could ascertain at what levels individual students actually are operating.

A minority of students strived for deep learning in that they looked for meaning in lectures and displayed a desire to link what they had learned to their real worlds.  They displayed intrinsic motivation in that they appeared motivated to find information.  Marton, Hounsell, Entwhistle (1984)
 suggested that students who learn via intrinsic motivation can reasonably be expected to be linked with a deep approach.  However these students were in the minority.

The “Vietnamisation” of western teaching
Each group of participants in a lecture room is an organisation.  The assembling or resources both human and other into a lecturer co-ordinated and controlled construct of human beings.  In other words, the lecturer guides, controls and monitors those in the class for the specific objectives. The teaching construct distinguishes from other interaction constructs (eg family, peer group etc) which establish and evolve subject to their own systems of control, monitoring and objectives.

The authors approached the manner of the teaching of subjects having regard to forebears such as Chester Barnard
, Mary Parker Follett
 and Henry Dennison
 who sought to achieve organisational management improvement based on clear communication, understanding and a regard for the human factor.  Further, building on the concepts of Durkheim
 and Mayo
 where classrooms could be seen in a manner akin to industrial Anomie, the authors also concentrated on the informal organisation structures in an attempt to harness degrees of knowledge already present in the group but not utilised formally owing to the high contextual and conflict setting of lecturer and student.  Power over, became power with and the fast changing external landscape and the students relationship with it always figured as a centerpiece of ongoing discussion.

In this context, the role of Organisational Theory
 also becomes clear – adopting a class room structure of lectures designed to include prominent Vietnamese individuals (both historical and modern) showing commonality of thought between those and that of compatible western management theorists, allowed for a range of models and discussion to be developed offering guidance on how organisations might be appropriately managed in Vietnam given a) the rapidly changing business landscape in Vietnam and b) other influences such as a cultural overlays.  The authors followed a form of ‘open system’ which allowed members of the class to interact with the external environment, both in terms of their history of learning in their high school, undergraduate and general knowledge learning of history and the current business landscape.  In this context also, the students were able to more deeply appreciate the role of management – not just a regurgitation of what they had learnt but rather a process of maintaining equilibrium with environments and people.
Finally, the design of the learning environment also had regard to ‘tried and true’ tested management principles. Not the usual environment of regimentation and one way learning that the students had experienced as part of their prior educational experience.
· The design of the study environment and its timeframe (Taylor)

· The integration of old learning with the new (Owen)
 

· The creation of performance and accountability structures (McCallum)

· The identification and manageability of the informal structures (Mayo)

· The adoption of functional leadership (Adair)

· The structure of the levels of co-ordination between the lecturer and the student (Barnard
 and Follett
)

· The integration of technology (Ure)

· The creation of objectives (Drucker)

· The expected role of the manager in modern society (Mintzberg)

Implications of the authors’ actions
The Vietnamisation of subjects saw the adoption of learning and understanding and the development of deep learning processes. Adding Vietnamese context to western theories and concepts provided the students with a rich tapestry of knowledge that they were able to apply to their studies and also to their business strategies. It also appeared that surface learning with its inherent need to gather enough information simply to pass a subject had all but dissipated. The levels of classroom discussion had increased. There was no longer a one way communication from the lecturer to the students but a valuable exchange of knowledge and understanding flowing between the students and lecturer. 
Further research
The authors are management lectures and practitioners, they are not sociologists and this paper should be understood in this context.  If the teaching of Business and Management in the Higher Education system is to be appropriately responsive to the management needs of industry in Vietnam it would appear to need a ‘Vietnamesed’ process.  The teaching of purely western management techniques in Vietnam has been shown to be a flawed process. There are national, sectoral as well as organisational differences in Vietnam that need recognition in a Vietnamese higher education pedagogy. In globalization, competition is not between structurally similar organisations whose managers have all learnt from the same management textbooks, rather competition arises from the marketplace where there are distinctive cultural, social and economic systems.  The challenge for the education system in Vietnam is to understand that interfacing with the marketplace requires tools, concepts and flexibility derived not only from learning, but also from understanding. Of course the authors also recognise the concept of equifinality, that is, a certain outcome can be achieved by many different means.  Nevertheless, the application of a Vietnamesed educational construct may see Vietnamese mangers better equipped to identify and deal with organisational efficiencies thus leading to increases in Vietnam’s Global Competitive Index. 
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