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Nguyen noted that the updating of textbooks, particularly
the materials used in the sciences and technologies, is a
crucial step in HDU’s inability to modernize (Nguyen, S.,
personal interview, May 2001). He shared with the
researcher a long computerized list of English language
textbooks titles, available from a Houston, Texas textbook
wholesaler. Asked how the English language textbooks could
be used, he responded that the staff would study the
concepts in English from the textbooks, then translate the
concepts into Vietnamese when they teach the concepts to
their classes. Clearly, many faculty members do not read
well enough in English to understand the concepts contained
in a university-level textbook. Those with marginal reading
skills may attempt to use the English language texts
without a complete understanding of the information and may
make serious mistakes as they translate for their students.
Textbooks are available in the library, but are often
in English, French, or Russian, languages not understood by
most students. Furthermore, many of these books were
published as long as forty years ago and contain outdated
content. HDU’s library is a woefully inadequate facility
that students and faculty try to use in earnest. The main

library is currently on the grounds of the hostel, sitting
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squarely in the middle of the student housing facilities.
The library is made up of eleven rooms, and is located in
two buildings connected by a second floor cement catwalk.
Books for borrowing are stored on the first floor of the
facility. Women sit at tables in doorways and using index
cards and small file boxes check out books to students.
Students are permitted to check out books for an entire
semester, but faculty members are limited to two months.
Many books are not available for check out because the
library lacks sufficient copies. A student requests a book
from a staff member, who retrieves it. Students must read
in hot, crowded reading rooms, sitting shoulder-to-shoulder
at desks on long wooden benches. The reading rooms are
packed with students and faculty, who read silently for
hours. Quite often, every chair in the library reading
rooms is occupied. One assumes that students who need to
use the library were unable to because of limited seating.
That arrangement of book retrieval means that HDU students
graduate without having even the most basic understanding
of library organization. Further, students do not have the
valuable learning experience of browsing through shelves of

books as they locate their items.
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A portion of the library is available three days a
week as a reference area for faculty. Books in this area of
the library are not as densely packed on the shelves.
Available books include dictionaries, encyclopedias, a
large set of the Everyman’s Library English Classics, and a
variety of computer science and technology books in
English. The literature books did not appear to have been
used, but the science, computer science and technology
books appear to have been used. Those books were not
available for student use, and many are written in English,
French and Russian, making them useless to many faculty
members. Many of HDU’s older faculty earned degrees in the
former Soviet Union, where Russian was the language of
instruction. Unfortunately, the Russian textbooks are the
oldest and most outdated.

The new book room was full of recently delivered boxes
from Hanoi. Workers opened each box and removed,
catalogued, and prepared books for circulation. According
to the library director, academic departments select books
for purchase from lists sent from government-approved
publishers in Hanoi (Nguyen, T., personal interview, May
2001). Nearly all of the foreign language books were

donated to the library by international organizations and
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universities affiliated with HDU. Several students and
faculty found the library to be of little use in their
academic work. The faculty complained of disorganized
materials and varying levels of competency among the
library staff. Several noted arbitrary opening hours that
made planning to use the facilities difficult (faculty
member, personal conversation, May 2001). One staff member
associated with the library agreed that organizing the
resources has been difficult since the materials heave been
sent to the main campus of the new university from the
original colleges (library staff member, personal
conversation, May 2001).

In a competitive grant process with funds originating
from the World Bank, HDU has secured a substantial sum to
build an electronic library (Hong Duc University, 1999a).
According to university officials, the library will have a
local area network (LAN) and will have filtered access to
the Internet for faculty and students. The LAN will also
carry instructional materials for faculty and a variety of
learning resources for students (Nguyen, S., personal
conversation, May 2001). Although this library project is
a step toward modernizing the university, the project seems

to be ambitious for a university with such limited
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resources. The existing facilities of the library are
substandard, some bordering on decrepit, and a great deal
of renovation must be done for this project to succeed.

As with all Vietnamese universities, HDU is facing a
severe deficit in its learning resources (Walker, Vu &
Dang, 1996). A 1999 report reveals that HDU had only .087
personal computers per student and one computer per 13.36
faculty member (Hong Duc University, 1999b). According to
one faculty member, Internet access in private offices is
limited to top administrators. One faculty workroom does
have Internet access; however, one person controls access
to the room and closely monitors use of the computer
(faculty member, personal communication, May 2001). Except
for the computer science students, few HDU students are
familiar computers. Further, the students seemed to have no
curiosity about them. Although many students visited the
researcher’s room in hostel, not one asked about the laptop
computer that was on her desk. Although the university’s
current strategic plan (Hong Duc University, 1999b)
indicates an inadequate number of persoconal computers for
students and faculty, the number of empty computer boxes
that being carried to the trash in May 2001 signals that

this situation may be changing.
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Language laboratories are available for student use
and are equipped with tape recorders, but the facility was
not open during the field visit to HDU. Asked about the
labs, several instructors complained that they were rarely
used, and that they no longer planned to use the labs,
because of difficulty gaining access.

A small amount of other instructional equipment was
noted at the campus, but was never seen in use. VCR'’ s,
televisions, digital cameras, video cameras, and other
resources were seen in storage or locked in offices, but no
faculty used the equipment for instruction. A television at
the front of the main conference room is often tuned to
news broadcasts during the day.

In 1999, twenty laboratories were available at the
college. Seven of these laboratories were for students in
the teacher training sector, three for agriculture and
forestry students, eight for medical students, and two for
technology students (Hong Duc University, 1999b). In
general, the labs were ill-equipped, poorly furnished, and
insufficient for university-level research.

Two factors appear to hinder student learning at HDU.
First, faculty are not academically prepared to train

future professionals for Thanh Hoa. Faculty members’
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insufficient academic preparation, dearth of pedagogical
training, and lack of opportunity for research prevents
them from participating in the mainstream of academic life.
Second, the physical facilities are insufficient. Teachers
lack the most basic instructional materials, such as
useable chalkboards and textbooks. More advanced
instructional resources, such as computers or VCR’s, are
virtually unavailable to the average HDU student or
professor. The result is that student learning is wholly
dependent on faculty lectures.

Limited access to instructional resources is a
recurring complaint from faculty. Resources are kept under
lock and key, and one university staff person has reqgular
access to those keys. If this person be unavailable, so are
the resources under this person’s control. One faculty
member complained that even when rooms are open, resources
within the room might be locked. This faculty member had to
postpone a student examination because when the faculty
member attempted tc type the test, the computer’s mouse,
while connected to the computer, was locked in the desk
drawer (faculty member, personal communication, May 2001}.
Resources seemed to be tightly controlled by one or two

staff people responsible for access. Hours of opening for
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some of the resources were unclear. Faculty members
approached work rooms, attempted to open locked doors, then
shrugged and left. One faculty member told of working in
the faculty workroom at 3:30 p.m., several hours before the
scheduled closing time, leaving the room to retrieve a
package of printer paper, and returning tc find the lights
off and the door locked(faculty member, personal
communication, May 2001). Judging by the reactions of most
faculty members, few seem to mind the inconsistencies.
Teaching faculty seem to rely heavily on prepared lectures

and access to alternative teaching materials might not be

important to them.

Student Body

According to the latest available enrocllment figures
from the 1998-99 academic year, Hong Duc University has
9,229 full-time, part-time and dual enrolled students in
the technical secondary, college, and university levels
(Dang, personal communication, May 2001). According to
these statistics, the majority of HDU students are enrolled
in either the teacher training program or the agriculture
program. Of the 253 full-time university-level students at
HDU, 203 (80%) of were enrolled in the teacher training

program. The 50 remaining students in the university-level
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programs were enrolled in the agriculture program.
Enrollment at the college level is similar. Seventy-eight
percent of the 3,368 full-time students at the college
level were enrolled in the teacher training college. 1In
terms of graduation ratio, the teacher training prcgram
accounts for 71% of HDU’s university and college graduates.
HDU’s current strategic plan calls for a dramatic increase
in student enrollment by 2010. University-level students
are scheduled to increase from 253 students to 4100
students. Overall, enrollment is expected to grow from 9407
in 1998-99 to 11,080 by 2010. Although that statistic
represents a net growth of only 1673 students, the
population of students enrolled in university level
programs will dramatically increase, shifting HDU’s focus
from college-level to more university level programs.
According to HDU’s rector, only 5% of HDU’s students
are from Thanh Hoa City, and the remaining 95% come from
the poor, rural areas throughout Thanh Hoa Province. About
40% of students live in university housing. The remainder
of the students live with family in the local area or in
rooms rented from local residents (Dang, personal
interview, May 2001). Housing is currently available for

approximately 2320 students. HDU projects that 3000 spaces

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



203

will be needed by 2005 (Hong Duc University, 1999b).
Students pay 30,000 VND or $1.82 a month to live in the
residence facility (HDU student, personal communication,
May 2001).

Students’ daily lives.

The loud beating of a bass drum at 5:00 a.m. awakens
the university community and begins the school day. By
5:15, students jog and perform calisthenics in the morning
fog that hangs over the campus until the sun rises. By
6:00 a.m., students fill the breakfast stalls in the market
and hurry to eat a bowl of pho ga, chicken noodle soup that
is commonly eaten for breakfast in northern Vietnam.
Students chat freely with the soup vendors and others
seated around them. When the drum sounds again at 6:20,
students run across the street to their first classes.
Morning classes end just before noon, when many students
return to the market for a quick lunch and shopping. By
12:30, the campus is still as the entire university
community breaks for a short nap that ends with the banging
of the drum. Afternoon classes begin at 1:30 and continue
until 5:45 p.m., when the drum sounds one final time, and
on-campus students rush back to the hostel compound before

the gate nearest the campus is locked. The boys run to
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their rooms, drop their books, and return shirtless in
shorts, carrying soccer balls. They divide into several
groups to play in their bare feet on the muddy, makeshift
soccer fields until night falls. Some girls play badminton
after classes, and others return to the market, wash
clothes, or take care of other personal business. By 7:00
p.m., students have finished dinner and visit friends or
gather with their books to study in groups under the sodium
vapor lights which cast the campus in a pinkish-orange
glow. Because the rooms are so crowded, many students study
outdoors until near midnight every night; howewver, around
exam-time, students study outdoors nearly all night.
Students come and go all evening, standing in front of the
buildings and shouting their friends’ names, using the
common interjection, oi, meaning, “Hey, come here.” The
summoned friend usually responds with, o0i, and runs down
the steps to join friends.

Although HDU students do not regularly wear uniforms
to class, their dress is conservative and remarkably
similar. Male students generally wear belted dark slacks,
white shirts and sandals. Female students dress similarly,
but with long shirts to cover their hips and hats over

their hair, which is worn long and pulled back.
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On special occasions and formal meetings, male
students wear neckties and female students don ao dai, the
traditional Vietnamese high c¢ollared tunic and slacks.
Unlike the young people in Vietnam’s larger, more
sophisticated cities, Thanh Hoa’s students generally do not
wear blue jeans or other Western clothing.

Girls and boys typically separate into small groups,
often walking arm in arm or hand in hand around the campus.
Student conduct is generally reserved, and during her
.entire three-week site visit, the researcher witnessed none
of the rambunctious behavior that is common to American
university students. Occasionally, boys and girls study
together in the evenings, but typically never mix in
sports, recreation, or social activities. However, students
will jokingly warn visitors to beware of “ghosts” when
walking around the campus in the evenings. These
apparitions turn out to be young couples who meet in the
shadows once everyone is settled for the evening. Obvious

4

to the visitor to HDU is this “culture of love,” as some
students call it. Students talk frequently of love and
marriage and speculate endlessly about couples. Young

faculty members are drawn into that social interaction. One

twenty-five year old single male instructor worried that if
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he did not find a mate soon, he would be too old to marry
an start a family. Another twenty-four year old single
professor confessed great anxiety when discussing marriage.
When students meet someone for the first time, they
immediately ask about marital status and the number of
children a person has. When they meet a Westerner, students
ask about dating and marriage customs and are often shocked
at the differences between Vietnam’s conservative customs
and the more liberal dating customs in the West.

Generally, HDU students are open, friendly, and
curious about visitors. Minh and Li (pseudonyms), two
typical HDU students, agreed to talk over tea in a local
café. Li is a nineteen-year-old, second-year English major
from Thanh Hoa City. Unlike her classmates, she frequently
dresses in designer jeans and drives her own Honda Dream,
the relatively expensive status symbol of motorbikes in
Vietnam. Li’s parents are both local officials and seem to
be able to provide for her. Minh is a twenty-one-year-old
senior who will graduate from Hong Duc in a few weeks and
leave Thanh Hoa. He comes from a very poor family, who iive
in a nearby fishing village and make a living by farming

and fishing. Minh lives with distant relatives in Thanh Hoa
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City and does house chores in exchange for room and board
in their house a few blocks from the university.

Sitting outside Thanh Hoa’s new café, Minh speaks in
nearly perfect English about his life and experiences at
HDU. He chose to attend the teacher education program at
HDU because he “wanted to go to Hanoi National University,
but my entrance exam was no good. Besides, I did not have
the money to stay in Hanoi, either.” That theme is common
among HDU students. Clearly, Hanoi National is the
preferred university, but admission is highly selective,
and life in Vietnam’s capital city 1is much more expensive
than in Thanh Hoa. Consequently, many students who would
like to attend university in Hanoi can not. Several
students the researcher encountered had attend Hanoi
National University, but they were either unable to compete
academically or had to transfer to HDU for financial
reasons. Li speaks through a translator because her English
is not good enough to converse: “I really love Hanoi. I
love the city, but I hate living in this small town. I
started studying at Hanoi National University, but I had to
leave. The academics are really hard there.” Li attends
HDU during the academic year, then spends summers in Hanoi

with family.
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Minh said of HDU’s faculty, "“They are really good
people, really concerned about the students, really want us
to do well. They really care.” Li reiterated Minh’s
comments when asked what the best aspect of HDU was.
Without hesitation, she said, “The teachers.” Asked to
elaborate, she said, “The teachers are what make HDU what
it is. They do really care about their students. They want
us to do well.” As a student who is away from his family,
Minh found the faculty to be an important part of a support
system.

I don’t get to see my family very often. They live far

away, and I really miss them. My teachers help me

through that. They help me because I know that they

are watching me and making sure that I am doing what I

should be doing. (Minh, personal communication, May

2001)

Minh believed that he was losing something by leaving
HDU: "“More than anything, I feel like I'm not ready to say
that I am finished with my education. I feel that there is
so much more for me to know.” “Do you think that you are
not prepared for your work?” the researcher asked.

No, it’s not that, not really. My uncle lives in

Poland. I really wish I could go there and study. Go
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there, just go anywhere. I feel like I'm not ready to

go to work for the rest of my life. (Minh, personal

conversation, May 2001)

Li said, adding,

There is just so much in the world that we need to

see, so much that we don’t know about living here. But

when will we ever have the chance? I just want to go

somewhere different and see how people live. (Li,

personal conversation, May 2001)

Minh nodded in agreement as Li spoke. Both students

believed that by living in an isolated area of a country

not known for its openness, they were missing much of the

world.

The researcher asked again about academic preparation:

“Do you feel prepared to teach your own classes?” Minh

responded quickly, “Not really, I'm kind of scared.” Minh

says his preparation to teach lower secondary English took

three years. He did two short observation periods, then a

forty-five day student
which he will work. He
school in his hometown
this placement because

“I’1ll start at 410,000

teaching period in the school at
will be placed in a lower secondary
and is required by law to accept
the government paid his tuition.

dong a month ($25), then I’'ll get a
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raise after the first six months, then another raise after
a year.” Four hundred ten thousand dong a month is not
enough money to live on, and Minh will need to make extra
money, which he does not look forward to: “I know that I
will not make enough money to live on. I’ll have to find a
second job as soon as I get there and start working.”
Uninterested in discussing academics Li began chatting with
one of the waiters as we continued our conversation.

Later, the researcher asked one of the British
volunteers, who spend a great deal of time with the
students, how the senior students seem to feel about
graduating. “Actually,” said Matt Whitlock, “this is it.
This is the high point of their lives. This system makes
them feel like they have no control over their lives”
(Whitlock, personal conversation, May 2001). Minh
reiterated that feeling:

I didn’t even want to be a teacher, but I did not want

my parents to have to pay for my college. That’s why I

came to HDU, now I’'ll have to go where the government

tells me to go. At least I’'ll be near my family.

Some students are sent far away from their families.

But who knows, maybe my uncle can take me to Poland to
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study for while. That would be great. (Minh, personal
communication, May 2001)

Poverty and isolation.

Two themes emerged from conversations with students:
poverty and isclation. HDU students are aware that they
are isolated from a larger, more complex world, but they do
not have an accurate idea of what the world outside of
Vietnam is like. Unlike the people of southern Vietnam,
very few northern Vietnamese have family in the West.
Consequently, students in Thanh Hoa have an understanding
of the West that is based on stereotypes and rumor. Many
students visited the researcher in the hostel, were curious
about common office supplies, books and other personal
effects in her room, and inspected each item that was
visible. One item that attracted great interest was a small
packet of personal photographs of family and friends. A
photograph that aroused great interest was of a group of
people at a party. About fifteen people of various races,
shapes and colors appeared in the photo, and students asked
about each person with great interest. Another photograph
that students were interested in was one taken inside of an
American home. They were fascinated by the kitchen and the

living room, asking many questions about the appliances and
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electronics in the photos. They were so curious that the
photos actually disappeared for a few days and were later
returned by a student who said that she had taken them home
to show her parents what “America looked like.”

Students also seemed obsessed with crime, and asked
many qguestions about personal safety in the United States.
Said one student, “Are you afraid every day?” ™“No,” the
researcher responded. “Why should I be?” The student
seemed shocked. “The crime, of course. You know, guns
everywhere, people with too much freedom.” Assured the
researcher had never witnessed a violent crime in the
United States, and knew of no one who had, the student was
bewildered, asking about crime several times more. The
researcher asked a group of students why they thought
crime is rampant in the United States. The answer, of
course, was television. American popular media is pervasive
in Vietnam, even in small towns. During the day, Vietnamese
television broadcasts a mix of politics, news, and
Vietnamese, Chinese, Korean and Venezuelan soap operas. At
night, sports, music and films, many from America, are
shown. An hour of MTV is broadcast on a local channel two
nights a week. Students’ understanding of America comes

from several sources: MTV, Vietnamese political programs
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and American films depicting organized crime and violence.
As one might imagine, Vietnamese students see American
youth as unstructured kids with too much money and not
enough parental guidance. One student asked the researcher,
“Do students at your college have cars?” “Yes, the parking
lot at my college is full of students’ cars.” One student
caught questioned the researcher’s logic. “But you said you
worked at a community college.” “Yes,” the researcher told
her. “But you said that community colleges are often
attended by students who do not have enough money to attend
universities.” “Yes, that’s true.” The student was truly
puzzled. “But how can the car park be full of cars if you
have poor students?” The researcher tried to explain the
demographics of the town where she lives, the sorry state
of public transportation, and the relativity of the word
poor, but the student could not understand. Students were
also confused about the freedom that American college
students enjoy. They were shocked to learn that most
students leave their family homes at eighteen years old.
One student asked, “Are American kids more mature than
Vietnamese kids?” “How so0?” the researcher asked. “You
know, is an eighteen year old American different from and

eighteen year old Vietnamese?” The researcher explained
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that eighteen-year-old Vietnamese kids seemed more likely
to see themselves as kids, accepting guidance from their
parents. Eighteen-year-old American kids, on the other
hand, see themselves as young adults, seeking independence
from their parents. The students were obviously shocked and
disturbed by this.

Nearly every student expressed a desire to study
overseas. One student was particularly intrigued and at the
same time frustrated by the idea. She spoke nearly perfect
English, with a British accent, and knew that she had the
talent to do more than teach junior high school.

I want to go out of the country to study. I know I

could speak perfectly if I could just study in England

or Scotland. If I could just get there, I know I could
do the work. I just know it. (student, personal

communication, May 2001)

Sadly, this student was nearly destitute, and once the
group began discussing the particulars of studying abroad,
quickly dismissed the idea of going abroad.

Unfortunately, poverty is a prevailing theme among
students. Assuming that American and Vietnamese university
students share something, the researcher presumed that

Vietnamese university students look upon graduation with
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hope, as their American counterparts do. On the contrary,
most students said they to did not want to leave college
because they knew that life would become difficult after
graduation. One student said,
I would rather just stay here. The work is hard, but
at least I don’t have anything to worry about besides
my school work. When I graduate, then what? I will
make 410,000 dong a month. What can I do with that?
(student, personal communication, May 2001)

Asked if she had any hope that Vietnam would improve in
the future, another student said, “The future? Why do we
always have to talk about Vietnam in the future? I will
graduate next year. What about then?” Many students believe
that they will never recoup the money spent on their
education, but not one student suggested that the
experience is not worth the cost. Instead, every student
appreciates the opportunity for an education and tries to
enjoy the university.

Services for students.

Services for students are available at the university and
are delivered by eleven staff members at HDU, who say that
they are responsible for “student education and management”

(Nguyen, S., personal interview, May 2001). The director of
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this division lists seven responsibilities for the
department:

1. Rating entrance exams;

2. Managing student studying;

3. Organizing student life;

4. Organizing student activities;

5. Assuring the morality of HDU students;

6. Keeping order in the lives of students;

7. Punishing students who break the law.

The researcher met with the director of student
service and the entire student services staff, and the
Vietnamese student services professionals focused on three
topics: assuring the morality of students, keeping order in
students’ lives, and punishing students who break the law.
The staff asked many questions about student services
philosophies in the United States, and they were shocked by
two things: the amount of privacy that students have, and
the lack of punishment at universities in the United States
do. Although they were surprised to learn that corporal
punishment is never used in American higher education, they
would not elaborate on their punishment philosophy or
methods. Likewise, they were surprised that American

student services personnel almost never contact students’
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