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ore than two decades have passed since Vietnam began
the transition to a market economy. The policy of Doi
Moi, generally translated as economic renovation, has fostered
major changes in social and economic institutions and highly
improved production capabilities and the standard of living.
These positive developments notwithstanding, Vietnam
remains a less-developed country, and many of the ills associated with this environment have not been alleviated.
Corruption still plagues most sectors of the economy, and in
2007 Transparency International gave Vietnam a dismal 2.6
rating score on a scale of 1 to 10, with 10 being least corrupt.
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Corruption in Education
Education suffers pervasive corruption, particularly regarding
student and teacher behavior. Bribes for school entrance,
exams, and assessment, are just a few examples of practices in
both secondary and higher education sectors. Although the
issue has come under increased scrutiny by the state media
and educational authorities, a review of the literature reveals
very little formal research on corruption in education. This can
probably be attributed to the unwillingness of both parties to
provide accounts of illegal transactions and the extent to which
the practices are viewed as corrupt.
Research Method
The collection of data through a formal survey instrument was
not possible due to institutional constraints. Thus, informal
surveys were conducted in various classes taught by the author
during his teaching in Vietnam over the past decade. The sample size was approximately 150 first-year university-level undergraduate students and 100 first-year university graduate students. In addition, in-depth interviews were carried out with
close to 35 students at various levels, 13 teachers, and 5 administrators. These in-depth interviews were conducted in a semistructured format with a heavy emphasis on open-ended questions.
Norm, Rather Than Exception
The information from students, faculty, and administrators
provides clear indications that corruption in higher education
in Vietnam is both rampant and institutional. Corruptive practices are the norm rather than the exception and foster an environment of distrust and suspicion on the part of those forced
to participate in this system.
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In the informal survey of classes, more than 95 percent of
the students reported they had cheated at least once in a class,
and all had observed situations of cheating by other students.
Cheating is looked at as being so common that many people
involved are of the opinion that not to do so puts them at a disadvantage. Social and peer pressure play a significant role in
the decision to cheat, and cheating is looked at as a necessary
component of the educational experience. Both students and
faculty also commented that cheating is “just part of
Vietnamese culture.”
Teachers and Examinations
In various interviews, stories were told of corrupt practices by
teachers, particularly during testing. During an examination,
for example, a woman (not the supervising teacher) appeared
in class and instructed the supervisor to allow one of the students to leave the examination. When the student returned he
had in his possession a piece of paper, apparently given to him
by the woman, containing answers to the test. The answers
were also provided to other students, while the supervising
teachers did nothing to stop the practice. The student who
reported the story, however, stated “I felt very disappointed
because I worked very hard studying for the exam, while those
who did nothing and cheated received higher marks.”
Faculty members admitted they were lax in carrying out procedures such as careful proctoring of examinations.
Institutions either lacked strict policies to deal with these matters, or there was a general consensus that nothing should be
done. Stroll down the corridor of a Vietnamese university, and
it not uncommon to observe students openly talking, using
cheat sheets, and blatantly copying during tests.

In the informal survey of classes, more than 95 percent of the students reported they had cheated at
least once in a class, and all had observed situations
of cheating by other students.
The Use of Bribes
Given the low salary level of educators in Vietnam, it is often
necessary for professors to engage in corrupt practices. Almost
all of the faculty and administrators interviewed admitted
receiving payments to give higher grades or to either assist or
guarantee a student admission to a university.
A typical example was reported by one individual whose
good friend passed the university entrance despite being a
poor-performing student who never studied. The poor-performing student later confessed that the headmaster of the
university accepted a 100 million dong (US$6,200) payment
from the student's father to guarantee his admission.
A number of students reported on the activities that occur
on Teacher's Day, a public holiday celebrated in November
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each year. The general practice is for students to go to a
teacher's house and give gifts of flowers. However, it has now
become more common for the teacher to receive expensive
gifts such as cell phones or designer bags, with the expectation
of higher exam grades and other favors in return.
The growing economy has only exacerbated the situation as
competition for employment opportunities among students
has increased and faculty members have a greater need to supplement their income.
Conclusion
There is no doubt that the Vietnamese higher education system is in need of serious reform. Corruption is epidemic, and
actions must be taken to change the environment in which
these practices flourish. The recent decision by the Ministry of
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Education and Training to adopt new, stricter measures on
national exams and the increased media attention on corruption are steps in the right direction. The slogan for the educational reform campaign is “say no to cheating in examinations
and achievement chasing in education.” Nevertheless, there is
not only a general frustration on all sides with the status quo
but also concern that the current situation cannot be changed.
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.
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