Establishing a national quality assurance system in Vietnamese higher education: background research

Outline of the presentation

Western  educational systems and quality assurance

The global changes in higher education have greatly affected institutions in Western societies and forced them to change. The quality of programs and courses has become a vital issue as higher education responds to the highly social demands of various markets. In universities, the quality of courses depends on several factors: the academic resources available to students, and the culture and academic experience to which students are exposed. 

In Western educational systems, in response to those changes, institutions have established mechanisms for quality assurance. The rationale includes: 1) to ensure the public and governments of the quality they provide is in high standards; 2) to justify the funding receive from government and stakeholders; 3) to attract both local and international students in the world market; 4) to improve the image of higher education institutions; and 5) to be involved in the world market-oriented higher education.
The Vietnamese context 

As with other educational systems throughout the world, there have been rapid and major changes at an unprecedented rate in Vietnamese higher education during the last decade. These main changes can be categorised under the headings of: the introduction of open market oriented society; the greater diversity of institutional forms; the large increase in the number and size of universities and students; the rapid move to mass higher education; the contribution of government financial resources for social and educational programs; the need for international recognition of academic qualifications and standards. These changes have resulted in changing teaching and learning methods as well as the quality control of courses. Quality is now considered by the government to be a prominent issue for Vietnamese Higher Education. 

Problems of quality in Vietnamese higher education 

The difficulties in Vietnamese higher education have been formidable for several decades due to the results of wars and separation from the outside academic world. In Vietnamese universities, the quality of teaching and learning is limited due to many factors, including budget restriction, several of those are the following: 1) the lack of a quality assurance system in teaching and learning; 2) unclear directions for training objectives; 3) Ambiguous perceptions of learning from students; 4) big gaps between training and research and manufacturing; 5) teaching methodologies and learning approaches; 6) staff qualifications and motivation, and; 7) teaching and learning management. 

Current plan from the Ministry of Education and Training (MOET) 

Quality assurance (QA) has been an emerging issue in Vietnamese higher education since the 1990s. In 1998, MOET presented the strategies for the development of higher education towards 2020. One of these strategies includes: 'to develop a system of assessment and supervision of the quality of higher education, advising to control the quality of the teaching and training and classification universities based on a single set of criteria.' In 2001, the Vietnamese Prime Minister Phan Van Khai also defined the mission for MOET that has to focus on developing a national quality assurance system.

In 2000, the National Workshop on Quality Assurance in Higher Education from 4 to 7 April was organised in Dalat, Vietnam to define 'quality' in higher education and necessary steps to improve quality of Vietnamese institutions. In 2000, two Quality Assurance Centres were created in national universities in Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City, and the Government Higher Education Project (supported also by World bank) to conduct active research on internal process of quality assurance. In the first quarter of 2002, a Quality Assurance Division was established in the Department of Higher Education of MOET. Most recently, there is a plan towards a quality assurance infrastructure in Vietnamese Higher Education (April 2002 - April 2003) with the help of international experts that has been established to develop a national quality assurance system.

Current research

In this context, the author commenced a doctoral research project with the following purposes: 1) to explore the concepts of 'quality' and 'quality assurance' in Western higher education in the context of Western higher education characteristics and values; 2) to analyse the experiences of Asian countries in adapting Western quality assurance; 3) to explore what Vietnamese stakeholders view as 'quality' and 'quality assurance' and to identify obstacles to the implementation of quality assurance in Vietnamese universities; and 4) to recommend options for quality assurance that can be used in Vietnamese universities. 

A pilot study was conducted in Vietnam in early 2002 included more than 1200 people in the sample. The respondents included representatives from 12 universities in Vietnam. The focus was on several key persons in MOET, university rectors, faculty deans, teachers, and students. Some tentative findings for an initial analysis of the data suggest that quality in Vietnamese Higher Education is viewed as that not only transforming students according to course objectives but also that meeting the needs of the fast changing society like Vietnam. Staff interviewed indicated the importance of quality in meeting standards and objectives while students emphasised the need to be recognised by the society via employability after graduation.

To assess the quality of higher education institutions, respondents have required a various set of evaluations, both internal and external. However, frequent surveys to collect clients' opinions on the quality of graduates in order to evaluate quality in higher education are currently considered as a more appropriate option for external quality evaluation in Vietnam, according to the pilot study findings.
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