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Introduction 

During the last decennia the Vietnamese society has made great progress. Vietnam's 

recent global economic integration is expecting to pave the way to further expansion 

and social development of the country. Higher education is a main prerequisite for 

this further development. The current situation of Vietnam’s higher education 

however –like in many other developing countries- is rather challenging. It is often 

highlighted that the current Vietnamese public Higher Education (HE) system is not 

ready to provide the modern society with the “quality” graduates it requires.  

 

There are four main trends at the supply side of HE in Vietnam which can be 

described in terms of coverage, equity, staff quality and relevance. There has been a 

strong growth in HE since 1990; reaching a general enrolment rate of about 13%5. 

However this general enrolment rate is still below that of high performing countries in 

the region. Lower income groups have less access to HE than richest ones and 

therefore HE does not provide opportunities to all talented students. Furthermore, 

only about 14% of faculty have doctoral degrees and 33% do possess master degrees. 

Student-faculty ratios are high about 30:1 compared to other countries in the region. 

Moreover, HE responses towards the needs of society are relatively poor. There are 

weak linkages between universities and the World of Work. Finally, curriculum and 

teaching methods are outdated; the overall funding is low, just as the spending on 

teaching and research. At the demand side of HE in Vietnam the demand for skills is 

increasing driven by changes in industry and technology. The skills gaps are growing. 

To sum up, the supply of HE has increased but it is still low by regional and 

international standards, the quality is insufficient and the system is not responsive 

enough to the needs of the society in Vietnam. The supply of HE in Vietnam needs to 

be expanded at higher quality and relevance levels. 

 

The Vietnamese government acknowledged the challenges facing its HE. It clearly 

demonstrated its willingness to step up for change by launching the Higher Education 

Reform Agenda (HERA) in 20056.  
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This Agenda sets clear goals. By 2020 the participation rate should be increased by 

three; the student-staff ratio should  be improved (20:1), the staff quality should be 

upgraded  with  35% doctor’s degree and 60% of master’s degree; the learning 

objectives of the graduates should be tailored to meet the need of the society and 

enable them to boost their career opportunities. Therefore the curricula and teaching 

methodologies are to be renewed and quality assurance is to be introduced.  

The Vietnam-Netherlands HE project has been supporting the Ministry of Education 

and Training (MoET) in the implementation of this HERA. Two sub-projects have 

been started in 2005: Profqim (to introduce Quality Assurance (QA) at 

national/system level and at institutional level); and Profed (to introduce Profession-

Oriented Higher Education (POHE) both at national/ system level and at institutional 

level). This article focuses on the Profqim sub-project, more particularly on its 

achievements and challenges at institutional level. 

 

Aims of the project at institutional level  

The purpose of the Profqim project has been to contribute to the further development 

of a quality assurance system for HE in Vietnam. The project followed a two-tiered 

approach. On the one hand it has been assisting in the setting up of Internal Quality 

Assurance System at five universities through the establishment of institution based 

Quality Assurance Centres. On the other hand, as a complementary and guiding 

activity, MoET’s newly established Division of Education Quality Accreditation of 

the General Department of Educational Testing and Accreditation of MoET received 

technical assistance in setting up, consolidating and improving the efficiency and 

effectiveness of the national quality assurance system for all HE institutions. 

 

The project promised the following outputs related to the development of Quality 

Assurance Centres at the five selected multi-discipline universities in Vietnam: 

 

1. An organizational and participative assessment report of the state of the QA at 

the five universities;  

2. A model for Quality Assurance Centre for the five selected universities 

developed and approved; 

3. Five detailed work plans for the development of each QAC;  

4. Physical infrastructure in place for each QAC;  

5. Capacity of QAC’s staff improved to develop and execute tasks  

6. An Internal Quality Assurance (IQA) Framework for each participating 

university developed and implemented;  

7. Educational support services in QA developed, tested and implemented and a 

self-evaluation procedure piloted at each university.  

 

Results 

During the course of the Profqim project, the General Department of Educational 

Testing and Accreditation of the Ministry, and its leaders in particular, took a leading 

role in the steering of and monitoring of the results of the project.  All staff of the 

Division of Education Accreditation of the General Department of Educational 

Testing and Accreditation of the Ministry has been strongly involved within the 

activities of the project. Moreover a strong involvement of Vietnamese expertise in 

the realization of the outputs has been realized.  

 
 



The results of the Profqim project at system level can be summarized as follows:  

 

• Analyzed and improved “National Standards and Criteria for University 

Accreditation” 

• The elaboration of ‘instructions’ giving guidance and procedures for the 

implementation of the renewed standards and criteria and issuing 

guidelines for conducting self – and external evaluations at university level  

• Integration of the results of the pilot external evaluation at 12 universities 

in Vietnam as part of the Higher Education Project (HEP1) of the World 

Bank into the results and activities of the Profqim project at system level  

• Development of a proposal for the Internal Quality Assurance Framework 

at university level 

• Development of standard ‘master’ questionnaires for program evaluation 

at student, staff and alumni level 

 

To create a link between the Profqim project and other international developments the 

Project Management Unit was involved in the Higher Education Project (HEP1) of the 

World Bank. In this project a pilot external evaluation was executed at 12 universities 

in Vietnam. The outcomes of the project have been integrated into the Profqim project 

with a special attention to our activities at system level (i.e. revision of national 

standards and criteria and drafting of instructions how to implement these standards 

and criteria at university level). 

 

Within the framework of the Profqim project’s involvement in the HEP1 World Bank 

project the following results were achieved and translated in the Profqim activities 

and results at system level:  

 

1. Set of guidelines for executing the pilot evaluation for the 12 universities, 

with the  aim that these guidelines are to be piloted for future use. 

2. These guidelines formed the structure for an external evaluation panel 

training that was held in August 2006. These guidelines were elaborated 

within the Handbook for Panel Members.  

3. Provision of a set of guidelines for the establishment of external review 

panels 

4. The implementation of the pilot accreditation at 12 universities on the 

basis of which the standards and criteria were revised and improved  

 

At institutional level all five universities have been working on their Internal Quality 

Assurance framework based on a guiding framework which has been provided by the 

Dutch consultants (relating to the ASEAN University Network AUN QA Guidelines)7 

half way the project.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
7  For further details regarding the QA activities of the Asian University Network please visit their 

website: http://www.aun-sec.org/activities_within_asean_8.1.html 



The results of the Profqim project institutional level can be summarized as follows:  

 

- Raised the awareness of Quality Assurance at all levels within their Universities  

- Establishment and functioning of Quality Assurance Centers at five Universities 

which provides services to colleges and departments within their Universities  

- Build the capacity of the Quality Assurance Center as a facilitating unit for self 

evaluation, program evaluation and internal audit quality assurance activities  

- Pilot implementation of quality assurance cycle at each of the five Universities 

for self-evaluation, program evaluation and internal audit   

- Development and implementing of various Quality Assurance tools and 

instruments 

 

What worked and what did not work? 

In general it can be stated that much has been achieved so far and the project 

objectives and results are closely linked to the national QA policies in Vietnam. 

Therefore the Vietnamese Ministry of Education and Training is convinced of the 

sustainability of the project outcomes. Staff at the involved department at the Ministry 

has been trained, national standards and criteria for Quality Assurance have been 

revised, guidelines for the implementation of the revised standards and criteria at 

university level have been developed and at institutional level five Quality Assurance 

Centre’s have been established and are operating like an internal QA supporting unit 

for their colleges and departments at their respective universities. This supports the 

view of the participants at the conference “A changing landscape” from 23-25 May 

2005 organized by Nuffic (the Netherlands Organization for International 

Cooperation in Higher Education)8 who agreed upon the fact that ideal international 

cooperation depends on the ownership of the project by the counterpart organization. 

The strategic planning of the counterpart organization should be the starting point for 

the identification of the projects and the applied cooperation's approach.  

 

In the Vietnam-Netherlands project the five universities at institutional level were 

given more and more influence on the project along the way. At the start of the 

project the report on the state of the art of Quality Assurance (drafted in the Inception 

Phase) at the Vietnamese partner institutes formed the basis for some (more or less) 

top down oriented activities. Proposals for QA training and workshop activities were 

designed by the Dutch experts in a more supply driven way, whereas in the course of 

the project the activities became more demand driven and ‘owned’ by the five 

involved universities. The support of local Vietnamese consultants in achieving the 

foreseen outputs of the project very much facilitated the process.  

In an article about Quality in Higher Education by Kim Dung Nguyen and Craig 

McInnis9 it is stated that the culture in Vietnam considers teachers with more respect 

than their counterparts in the West. And: “it is therefore not appropriate at this time to 

evaluate them as openly as in Western systems”. The experiences in this project do 

not fully support this conclusion. A reason could be that we are now already six years 

further in time and furthermore, the openness of the Vietnamese society has grown 

rapidly in this period. 

 

 
8 Boeren, A and Holtland, G. (eds.) A changing landscape. Making support to higher education and 

research in developing countries more effective.  Nuffic 2005 

9 The Possibility of Using Student Evaluations in Vietnamese Higher Education by Kim Dung Nguyen 

and Craig McInnis, Quality in Higher Education, Volume 8, Issue 2 July 2002 , pages 151 - 158  

http://www.informaworld.com/smpp/title~content=t713443244~db=jour
http://www.informaworld.com/smpp/title~content=t713443244~db=jour~tab=issueslist~branches=8#v8
http://www.informaworld.com/smpp/title~content=g713443318~db=jour


The situation in Vietnam sometimes did complicate the fulfillment of the tasks. There 

still is a heritage of “red tape” that indeed takes a lot of time and energy and 

sometimes hampers the progress. The hierarchy sometimes deprives people from the 

ability and need to make choices themselves. Furthermore, HE stakeholders (starting 

with the leadership) are not always aware of the mission, objectives and necessity of 

Quality Assurance: quality assurance consists of a process of continuous monitoring 

and self improvement involving all HE actors: teaching staff, management, supporting 

staff, World of Work and students.  

 

Furthermore as Dennis Mc. Cornac (2008) 10 indicates “If Vietnam desires to obtain 

an international standard educational system, required reforms are necessary from all 

parties. Perhaps, most importantly, there must be a monumental change in the attitude 

and thinking by students, faculty and parents. Education is a right and privilege that is 

earned not a commodity to be sold by administrators and faculty”. The current 

conditions at the various HE institutes sometimes makes people afraid of quality 

assurance and measurements of output. Good results of students on exams deprive 

lecturers from the possibility to earn some extra money in lessons in spare time. 

However the conclusion of Dennis Mc.Cornac (2005) that there is not only a general 

frustration on all sides with the status quo concerning corruption but and that the 

current situation cannot be changed, is not supported by this sub-project. The results 

and experiences of the Vietnam-Netherlands HE project prove that their might be 

ground for optimism regarding the future of the quality of the HE system in Vietnam 

in general and its Quality Assurance system in particular.  

 

Recommendations for future (sustainable) Quality Assurance developments  

The Internal Quality Assurance framework, previously introduced, demonstrated the 

noteworthy achievements made by each Profqim team in terms of capacity building 

within their Quality Assurance Centers. Despite these accomplishments, in parallel, 

great challenges have been acknowledged.  

 

As a matter of fact, the Profqim project is now entering a new and crucial era in which 

the project teams, which have been concentrating their efforts on the development of 

their respective Centers, need to extend their focus on the broader academic 

environment and prepare it to their concepts and visions. Quality Assurance 

awareness has been already raised through various channels, notably dedicated 

websites11, workshops and conferences.  

But resistance, lack of understanding and lack of information sharing at and between 

all institutional levels are still commonplace. Leading the ‘non-expert’ world towards 

adopting a Quality Assurance culture is a continuous process involving a short and 

long-term strategic plan. Below are some aspects to be further explored by Profqim 

Quality Assurance Centers making Quality Assurance a positively received routine 

process as well as to receiving full and voluntary collaboration of its HE actors. 

 

 

 

 

 
10 See e.g. Dennis C. McCornac “Corruption in Vietnamese higher education” in International Higher 

Education, number 50, winter 2008 

11 Danang University Quality Assurance website: http://www.qac.udn.vn/en 

 



Encourage strong leadership  

The Profqim project teams at each of the five Universities are increasingly taking the 

lead towards changing the mindset in their academic sphere and in particular convince 

their academic management. At the end of April 2008, it was the first time since the 

beginning of the Profqim project that all leaders of the five Profqim Universities (the 

two vice-rectors of Can Tho and Vinh University, the two vice-presidents of Danang 

and Hue University and the president of Thai Nguyen University) and the leadership 

of the Ministry commonly discussed issues related to the sustainability of the Quality 

Assurance activities in general and the Profqim project results in particular. 

Moreover, another seminar will be organized by Hue and Danang University for the 

leadership of their respective Colleges in July 2008 to tackle the issue of 

“Management of Quality in Higher Education” in the Vietnamese context.  

 

Create a climate of trust based on transparency 

Even if the existence and purpose of the work of the Quality Assurance is becoming 

clearer to the academic management at the concerned HE institutions, it remains 

sometimes opaque to the rest of the HE stakeholders. There might be a gap between 

the official directives and the reality of the daily life in the HE institutions. Everyone 

from HE staff to higher level of management should be able to link the quality issues 

of the Quality Assurance Centers to their real potential benefits. Therefore the Quality 

Assurance Centers’ information policy needs to be structured and conveyed in a user-

friendly manner, accessible to all university stakeholders. The aim being that the HE 

staff sees this Quality Assurance body as a mean for improvement, as opposed to a 

source of fear or an external threat. Only on the basis of trust, information sharing will 

take place and gathering of reliable quantitative and qualitative data will be made 

possible.  

 

Take advantage of the Profqim’s unique national network.  

With regards to information sharing, the Profqim universities are benefiting from their 

special status in Vietnam. Thanks to their one-of-its-kind national network of Quality 

Assurance Centers, the scope of possibilities is no more restrained to the institutional 

level and expertise-sharing is made feasible at inter-institution level. Therefore, by 

sharing their experiences and highlighting their best practices, the five selected 

Profqim universities will contribute to the establishment of common institutional 

practices and bring convergence in the field of Quality Assurance nationwide. In 

addition, the Profqim project teams are soon to come up with concrete Quality 

Assurance products and services that will cover the needs of their institutions and 

others in terms of quality education: quality awareness raising (e.g. conference; 

lecture on lesson learned; staff satisfaction survey), quality knowledge (e.g. 

publications, tools, instruments, training workshops) and quality skills (e.g. training 

on the do and don'ts; 'train the trainer' workshop). Cooperation and networking among 

Quality Assurance Centers plays a key role in the progress and implementation of the 

Quality Assurance process. However, information sharing and team work is still not 

customary/usual and easily enforced in Vietnam. In order to get each Quality 

Assurance Centre familiarized with this practice, they will start visiting each others 

for intervision (‘peer assessment’ & benchmarking).  

 

 

 

 



Ensure institutional autonomy  

Quality assurance is focused on a process of continuous improvement within an 

institution through internal and external assessments. Therefore another necessary 

aspect to the success of the Quality Assurance Centers sustainability is to guarantee 

enough autonomy and self-regulatory capacity within the HE institutions. If after 

getting externally assessed and evaluated, the HE institution is unable to follow up the 

results and recommendations of the external evaluation there is no point to even start 

the Quality Assurance process. 

 

Link with student learning outcomes and graduate profiles  

It has been internationally acknowledged that quality relies not only on academic and 

accreditation bodies’ recognition, but also on the professionals’ recognition of the 

graduates. What at the end is to be assessed is the graduate’s accuracy towards the 

needs of the World of Work. Hence, it is prerequisite for Quality Assurance activities 

to have a common understanding of the student learning objectives and results as well 

as sufficient autonomy to update the graduate profiles regularly. Even if the 

government is in the midst of modernizing its HE agenda, the current system in place 

is yet far from facilitating such a Quality Assurance process.  

 

Some closing words  

In the midst of changing national Quality Assurance Agendas for higher education, it 

is still the day-to-day effort of the academic staff that gets the “quality” work done.  

Education reforms, like reforms in Quality Assurance practices, almost always require 

that individuals do their work differently. Therefore there is strong need to understand 

the incentive systems that motivate faculty members to implement Quality Assurance 

practices at their respective HE institutes in Vietnam.  

 


