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Abstract: Complete reform of education needs a fresh mind on management in general and education in particular based on theoretical evidence. Through analyzing the findings of The 2009 Vietnam Population and Housing Census: Completed Results and Results of the Vietnam Household Living Standards Survey 2010, the article suggests that since 1986, education opportunities at all levels have been open easier to access, however the inequality in education is still high, especially in tertiary and higher education. If we cannot both increase education quality and widen education opportunities, the optimal choice is that we should widen the opportunities for all can get educated. It is necessary to reinforce universal primary and secondary education, towards universal kindergarten and tertiary education. This is of special urgency to reduce social inequality in education, a necessary step to develop high quality human resources.  
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1. Introduction

Recently, Vietnam education reform has received special attention of scientists, leaders, managers but the debates just arose and focused within the range of education system, qualitative research about education matters. There remain urgent issues of education today which have not been mentioned such as social stratification and inequality. The article explores the social inequality in Vietnam education based on findings of The 2009 Vietnam Population and Housing Census: Completed Results and Results of the Vietnam Household Living Standards Survey 2010.

2. Social equality in education   

Social equality in education is seen as fairness in education opportunities with the most visible point is the equal chance to get educated among different groups. For example, ethnic minority children also have equal chance to go to school as Kinh counterparts; poor children have adequate opportunities to go to school as the rich ones.(*) 

Social equality in education does not mean that all pupils will gain a similar learning result or graduated with the same scores. Pupils’ learning results are dependent on several factors such as competence and their self efforts. In this aspect, pupils are much diversified because they are individuals with different characteristics, qualities and tendencies.  

Education with its opportunities and conditions also belongs to social property and fundamental capitals. Therefore, it is necessary to fairly distribute education opportunities to all people and social groups, especially opportunities to go to school because it is one of the main tasks of society to all members in a modern society. The social inequality in education may result in less effect and benefit that education could do for people and society. 

If anyone is deprived of education opportunities, he/she may have bad consequences in both short term and long term. A child deprived of attending primary school is not only a victim at the age of early life but also in all their life, like an amputee, because those without fundamental capabilities such as reading, writing and doing calculation are partially disabled. To the community, social inequality in education is the cause of turbulence, contradictions, conflicts, poverty, setbacks, stagnant and unsustainable development. 

3. The reality of social inequality in Vietnam education

Recent research results show that education opportunities are open but not equally distributed to all age groups, especially at high education. The legal frameworks for assessing primary education for all children are the Law of Universal Primary Education passed by Vietnam National Assembly in 1991. That law regulated that Vietnam implemented mandatory universal primary education for all children from 1st class to 5th class, between 6 to 14 years old. Thanks to carrying out law and policies of universal primary education, by 2010, Vietnam had completed universal primary education at different levels of regions. 

According to The 2009 Vietnam Population and Housing Census: Completed Results, the rates of female children going to school at right age in Lai Châu, Điện Biên, Hà Giang, Sơn La are 80 – 83% while in Hải Dương, Nam Định, Thái Bình, Đà Nẵng, Bắc Ninh, it is 98%. Vietnam has gained gender equality in going to school at right age, but the proportion fell from nearly 96% at primary education to approximate 10% at higher education. Up to date, Ministry of Education and Training has not provided annual statistics of right-age pupils and students’ enrolment and number of graduation learners; it just reveals statistics of pupils. This makes it difficult to adjust social stratification and inequality in Vietnam education. It is estimated that 900 thousand pupils graduated tertiary school annually, and nearly one third enter colleges/ universities. Clearly, the number of enrolment is too small to make breakthrough in university training quality. This suggests that high education opportunities are not open, and it contains social inequality among groups. The unfairness between urban and rural areas, among different ethnic minorities and rich versus poor households is soaring from secondary education to high education.

Results of Vietnam Household Living Standards Survey 2012 show that the percentages of children starting school at right age moved from 89.3% in 2006 to 92.4% in 2012, but there are still 7.8% children do not start primary schooling at right age (GSO, 2014: 78). In 2010, all provinces registered to have completed universal secondary education with 81.3% children going to secondary school right time. The figure remains hardly changed at 81.4% in 2012. Children start tertiary education at right time climbed from 53.9% in 2006 to 59.4 in 2012, and the equivalent number of higher education is below 20%. In 2012, there were still 19% children not starting secondary education at right time, that number of tertiary level is nearly 40% and higher education is 20% - in other words, 80% children do not enter university or college. There are not any significant differences between urban and rural areas regarding the ages children start primary education. But the inequality increases at secondary school and gains its peak at tertiary education: in 2012, the percentages of urban children starting secondary education at right age were 70% while that of rural areas were 55%. The level of inequality in entering tertiary education very slowly reduced, from 16% in 2006 to 14.6% in 2012. 

For all ethnic groups, education opportunities are open and the rate of children starting education at right time is moving up. The inequality between ethnic groups about entering secondary school, especially tertiary school has dramatically reduced. This fact is clearly showed in the differences among ethnic minority children starting tertiary education at right age. Three major ethnic communities (Kinh, Tày and Chinese) have this proportion over 60%, it is below 50% in other ethnic people with the lowest figures belong to H’Mong, Dao, Khmer. Inequality in starting school at right age reduced in 2012 compared to that of 2009, however the gap is still quite big, as shown in the number of Kinh children start tertiary education at right time 65%, five times higher than that of H’Mong counterparts 12.7% (GSO, 2014: 77).

 Inequality in term of right age entering university between the 20% richest and 20% poorest is 88 times: the percentage of the richest group starting university is 26.3% compared to 0.3% of the poorest. In other words, in every one thousand children from the poorest group, only three may get the opportunities to enter university while the number of the richest is 263 potential students.

4. Consequences of social inequality in education

First, lack of high quality human resources

According to the 2009 Vietnam Population and Housing Census, Vietnam population over 15 year old having higher education certificates is 5.4%, compared to that of Malaysia 8.4%, Philippines 8.4%, South Korea 23.4%, Japan 30% and United States 36.2%. The survey also reveals that the proportion of Vietnam people over 15 year old with education background from “never start school” to “graduate secondary school” is nearly 70%, proportion of vocational training from “basic training” to “above university level” is 16.2%, and 14% “graduate tertiary school” (GSO, 2014: 69).

We can see that human resources with higher education certificates accounted for 7%, vocationally trained workers 9% and 84% untrained workers in 2012. This human resource formula is typical for a low economy changing to market orientation, industrialization, modernization in the period of international integration with cut throat competition of commodity and human resources in the society. This also proves that Vietnam still lacks academia and technicians and abundant of untrained workers, not like the phrase “too many academia, too short of workers” as we often heard of Vietnam education situation from many researchers. The issue of lacking high quality human resources is the direct consequences of low tertiary and university enrolment. Besides, it is the social inequality in different education levels that worsened the situation recently.  

Second, the issue of unemployment

According to GSO: Results of Vietnam Employment 2012, Vietnam had 925.6 thousand people unemployed. The proportion of people “graduate secondary level” is the biggest, accounts for 24.2%, double than 10.1% of those having “university or above degrees” (GSO, 2011: 45; GSO, 2013: 40).

From 2010 to 2012, the unemployment rate of those having degrees “tertiary education or lower” decreased, but it increased among those having vocational training degrees, especially college graduated people doubled from 2.7% to 5.4%. University graduated people losing jobs increased from 6.1% (of total 1.3 million unemployed people) to 10.1% (of 925.6 thousand unemployed people); specifically, from 79.3 thousand to 93.5 thousand during 2010 - 2012. The figures seem to be big, but it is just a half of primary or tertiary schooling people. A recent research about lack of working force in Vietnam shows that good enterprises are difficult to recruit high quality human resources - those who can increase production, quality and efficiency.  

Third, social diversification in knowledge of technique and income 

Nobel laureates in economics such as Gary Becker, Amartya Sen and sociologists like Collins, Coleman, Bourdieu all stressed the importance of investment in education and training to develop intangible resources such as human capital, culture, society that are accounting more in the property of individuals, communities and nations. The proportion of this intangible capital is 45% of average Vietnamese people total property in 2005 and that equivalent figure of OECD citizens were 81%. 

Results of GSO 2011, GSO 2013 show that average monthly income of those who own university degrees is always 150% of technician counterparts. Noticeably, while income of all other technicians decreased, income of the vocational college workers and university or above level increased. The high income and good working condition for university or above degree workers are the permanent motivation for family and individual to invest on learning at university level, despite directions of teaching separate subjects, adjusting social viewpoint on choosing suitable profession after secondary or tertiary school.

5. Conclusion

Since 1986, education opportunities at all levels have been open and increased, however the social inequality in education is still high, especially at tertiary and university levels. Therefore, we need to continue reinforce the results of universal primary education, secondary education towards universal kindergarten, tertiary and university education. This is becoming an urgent issue to reduce social inequality in education to develop high quality human resources. 

Complete education reform needs to innovate management and administration thinking. We should open access from kindergarten to university with the mind that education is not just to form the skills “to have a job” but also to develop learners innovative capabilities, to start business and create more jobs contributing to the sustainably developing of the economy, the nation. If we cannot either increase quality and open education opportunities, then the optimal choice is to open education opportunities so that anyone can gain access to get educated.
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