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Survey of Student Engagement”,
which was conducted at 50
universities and colleges in the
U.S., showed that about 12
percent of professors said they had
used videoconferencing (webcam
instruction) in their teaching”
(Young, January 30, 2011). Even
with the pervasiveness of the
technology on U.S. campuses
and the freedom of faculty to
incorporate new teaching methods
in the classroom these are relatively
low participation numbers. It
appears that incorporating webcam
instruction into the structure
of the classroom lesson is still
being developed in universities
throughout the world. This means
that universities in Vietnam could
still become leading innovators
of this instructional application
and thereby set the operating
standards for the rest of the world
to follow®
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“They will
habitually prefer
the useful to the
beautiful, and they
will require that the
beautiful should be
useful.”

The Value of Social Sciences
and Humanities Programs

Dr. ROD JENSEN
International Consultant for
University Continuing Education

Alex de Tocqueville

recent online newspaper

report indicated that the

umber of graduating

high school students in Vietnam
who are registering to take the entry
exam (C group) for Social Sciences
and Humanities has been in rapid
decline. The online newspaper’s
headline, Social Sciences Not
Attractive to Students (Vietnam.
Net Bridge, 12/01/2011), is a
simplistic but accurate indication
that “Excellent students now do
not want to study social science
majors, leaving schools unable to
enroll enough students” (Vietnam.
Net Bridge, 12/01/2011). This
trend of declining enrollments in
social sciences and humanities
programs may be the consequence
of a perception that these areas of
study are not adequate preparation
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with which to secure future career
opportunities in Vietnam. Is such a
perception an accurate indicator of
the career value of a social science/
humanities major? (The following
chart provides a sample listing
of major areas of study in the
humanities and social sciences.)
There are many universities
in the United States which have
historically been associated with
the teaching of humanities and
social sciences leading toward
an undergraduate degree in
liberal arts. There are also many
universities in the US which are
well known for their scientific
research and business education
programs, but yet they still
are offering well recognized
programs in the humanities and
social sciences. Even though
a liberal arts undergraduate
degree has also been declining in
popularity in the US, numerous
universities, through department
offerings and general education
requirements, are championing
the cause of liberal arts
education. A simple example
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Humanities

(a key part of a liberal education which
seeks answers to the human condition
through critical analysis)

Social Sciences

(a branch of science which examines
elements related to the individual within
society and society as a distinct unit)

Classics Anthropology
History Communication Studies
Languages Economics
Literature English
Music Journalism
Philosophy Political Science
Theatre Psychology
in regards to the importance of The wvalue of a liberal

social science and humanities
programs are the following
two program descriptions from
Carnegie Mellon University and
the Massachusetts Institute of
Technology.

“The College of Humanities
and Social Sciences (H&SS) at
Carnegie Mellon University is
no ordinary liberal arts school.
H&SS students publish poetry
and analyze brain scans. They
teach elementary school students
to speak Spanish and create
computer tutors that teach
algebra. They study how films
shape our culture and learn about
the impact that pollution has
had on the history of American
cities.”  (http://www.hss.cmu.
edu/

“The great strength of MIT
lies not only in the fact that it
fosters creativity and innovation
in science and technology,
but that it also pioneers in
exploring the social and cultural
environments in which science
and technology are produced...
every undergraduate at MIT
is exposed to a wide range
of interpretive and analytic
approaches in the humanities,
arts, and social sciences.” http://
web.mit.edu/catalog/degre.
human.deans.html

arts education (comprised of
humanities and social science
courses) appears to be focused
upon the development of broad-
based higher learning skills which
open the intellectual capacity of
the individual. “An education
in the humanities allows one to
develop skills in reading, writing,
reflection, and interpretation that
are highly prized in our economy
and culture...the humanities
teach elements of mind and
heart that you will draw upon
for decades of innovative and
focused work” (Roth, January
20, 2011). Coursework in the
humanities and social sciences
are also credited with helping to
develop an individuals critical
thinking skills. “A common way
to show that one has sharpened
one’s critical thinking is to
display an ability to see through
or undermine statements made
by (or beliefs held by) others”
(Roth, January 20, 2011). But
do increased skills in critical

thinking,  reading,  writing,
reflection and interpretation
possess enough occupational

value to popularize a liberal arts
education in a country such as
Vietnam?

This question is currently
being asked in  Western
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institutions of higher education
especially those in the United
States. Several years ago the
former president of Harvard
University, Derek Bok, wrote
a critical evaluation of the US
higher educational establishment
in his book Our Underachieving
Colleges. As part of the focus on
underachieving universities and
colleges, Dr. Bok reviewed the
recent transition from educating
students for life to educating
students for work. Quoting
former Assistant Secretary of
Education Diane Ravitch, it was
noted that “American higher
education has remade itself into
a vast job-training program in
which the liberal arts are no
longer central” (Bok, 2006, p.
3). This concern has stimulated
a few schools and educational
organizations to review the
role that humanities and social
sciences, the main components
in a liberal arts education, could
play in student’s employment
and/or career opportunities.

The efficacy of a liberal arts
education is generally related to
theoccupational goalthathasbeen
established by the undergraduate
student. “Undergraduates
who plan to move directly
into a highly specialized or
technical career had best enroll
in vocational programs” (Bok,
2006, p. 294). “On the other
hand, students who expect to
take a professional degree in law
or medicine will be well advised
to follow a liberal arts program in
college and leave their vocational
training for later” (Bok, 2006,
p. 295). For those students who
are thinking of obtaining a top
management career in business
or industry without benefit of
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an MBA, “neither liberal arts
nor vocational majors have an
advantage” (Bok, 2006, p. 295).
A vocational major in higher
education, as referenced by Dr.
Bok, is generally categorized as
a major in business, engineering
and technology.

Studies which have examined
the educational pathway to career
have shown that the specific
major area of study in which
an undergraduate pursues will
effect the type of position they
will eventually hold in business.
“Management and engineering
majors tend to  gravitate
toward careers in accounting,
production and finance. Their
comparative advantage seems to
lie in manufacturing companies.
Liberal arts majors are more
likely to specialize in marketing,
human resources, or public affairs
and to move into companies in
the service sector” (Bok, 2006,
pp. 295-296). The future needs
of business and industry are a
constantly evolving discussion,
but it does seem probable that the
advancement of technology will
demand greater undergraduate
preparation in related fields of
study. Inaddition, the future needs
ofbusinessandindustrywilllikely
require a greater emphasis upon
communication, critical thinking
and rapid learning--skills which
are generally associated with a
liberal arts education.

Recent trends in university
enrollment have demonstrated
that there are distinctive
populations of students who
are less inclined to participate
in liberal arts studies. Less
advantaged students as well as
first generation attending students
avoid a liberal arts education

in favor of more narrowly
defined programs with a clear
occupational focus. “According
to a 2005 study by the National
Center for Education Statistics,
first-generation students are less
likely than others to take courses

in the humanities, foreign
languages, the arts, or even
computer science (Crutcher,

Winter, 2011). These students
are opting for an education
that will prepare them for
immediate access to well-paying
employment rather than for an
occupational path that may not
be as clear.

In the fall of 2010 the state
of Texas Higher Education
Coordinating Board submitted
a proposal to the governor that
would fund university programs
based upon graduation rates
in high priority fields such as
science, technology, engineering
and math. This would result in
fewer resources being provided
for major areas of study in the
humanities. The Texas response
appears to be following a national
enrollment trend in liberal
arts courses. According to the
American Academy of Arts and
Sciences, in 2007 only 8 percent
of American undergraduates
throughout the US majored in a
humanities field, compared with
17 percent in 1966 (Reinstra,
November 10, 2010). It is
also interesting to note that in
1966 student activism at most
university campuses in the US
was very high with attention being
devoted to the ending of poverty,
caring for the environment and
of course ending the war. In 2007
student activism is very limited
with only pockets of attention
being devoted to societal issues.
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Perhaps there is a corollary
between the popularity of social
science/humanity majors with
a greater interest in local and
world events.

In a 2008 commentary,
Graham Spanier, current
presidentofPennState University,
examined the connectionbetween
student activism and the decline
in popularity of a liberal arts
education (humanities and social
sciences) in the US (Spanier,
2008).

“In a sampling of those born
between 1976 and 2000, the
Pew Research Center found that
81% of respondents cited getting
rich as their priority in life and
51% named fame as a top goal.
Only 30% in the pool expressed
a desire to help people in need,
while 22% said they aspire to
be community leaders. Compare
that to the results of a survey of
college freshmen in 1967: nearly
86% said that ‘a meaningful
philosophy of life’ was their
principal goal, while 41% cited
being ‘well offfinancially’as their
purpose in life. One result of this
shift has been that more of today’s
students are pursuing degrees in
professions that appear lucrative
or glamorous: business, finance,
public relations, or broadcasting,
for example. There has been a
slow but steady decline in liberal
arts majors.”

Itmay bedifficultto accurately
extrapolate relevant comparisons
from the data above and directly
apply them to the declining
interest in  humanities and
social sciences in Vietnam. But
considering that many Western
trends in higher education
have found their way into the
Vietnam classroom it might be
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a reasonable assumption that
undergraduates in both countries
have similar motivations for a
university education in 2011.

This discussion should be
even more pertinent for those
universities located in countries
where there is combined pressure
for economic growth and social
improvement. A country needs
entrepreneurs who know how
to start successful enterprises,
it needs astute managers
who are knowledgeable in
the ways of business, and it
needs an assortment of skilled
professionals who are able
to elevate the technological,
scientific and medical foundation
of the country. But a vibrant
and fiscally active country also
needs university graduates who
are able to contribute to the
quality of life within a society
by producing books, movies, art,
and music. Ironically as business
and industry, as well as society
in general, is becoming more
complex university education
is becoming more focused and
narrowly defined.

As noted in the opening
paragraph, the best students
in Vietnam have a diminished
desire to enroll in humanities
and social sciences courses and/
or majors. The reasons for this
lack of interest may be related
to the global decline in liberal
arts study in favor of vocational
majors or the reasons may
be unique to the educational
experience in Vietnam. At the
present time we have very little
documented evidence which
provides an explanation for
current enrollment trends in
Vietnam. By necessity anecdotal
references and analysis of

related data are used to develop
a theoretical rationale for student
action. If the trend to devalue
humanities and social science
education were to continue
unabated in Vietnam higher
education, would this negatively
effect the long-term occupational
interests of current graduates?
Will future graduates be able to
offset knowledge limitations and
negligible skill sets in critical
thinking, foreign languages,
communication, organizational
psychology and economics (skills
which are desired by employers
in Vietnam)? A representative
from a large recruiter in Vietnam
echoed this concern by stating
that “At the entry level, overseas
students are sometimes more
highly prized for certain sub-
skills--such as  presentation,
team work and problem solving”
(“Done in By Degrees,” 2010).
“That is why when recruiting for
certain positions (in Vietnam),
employers prefer foreign
university graduates. Employers
believe that those, who once
studied in foreign countries, will
be more open minded and can
adapt to new jobs more easily”

(Tu, 2010).
In addition to fulfilling
workplace  needs, studying

humanities and social sciences
produce individuals who have
the ability to research and write
about important societal issues.
Issues which may not lead to
personal economic outcomes but
still provide valuable insights
into the Vietnamese society. By
reviewing an online compendium
of current and historic research
articles from the Education
Resources Information Center
(ERIC), it is easy to compile
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a sample listing of subject
titles which were based upon
humanities and/or social science
perspectives within Vietnam. If
humanities and social science
programs were to be reduced
and/or eliminated throughout
the university system in Vietnam
would these socially relevant
studies still be produced?

“Child Poverty in Vietnam:
Providing  Insights  Using
a Country-Specific and
Multidimensional Model”

“National Unity and Ethnic

Identity in a  Vietnamese
University”
“Globalization  and  the

Governance of Education in Viet
Nam”*“Educationand Inequalities
in Rural Vietnam in the 1990’s”

“Work and Family Roles of
Women in Ho Chi Minh City”

“Doi Moi, Education
and Identity Formation in
Contemporary Vietnam”

“Development of a Scale to
Measure Economic Status of
Students in Rural Vietnam”

“Does Child Labor Decline
with  Improving  Economic
Status?”

The value of social sciences
and humanities programs is a
question that must continue
to be examined throughout
the educational infrastructure
of higher education as well
as within the board rooms
of Vietnam’s businesses and
industry. Hopefully this review of
the issue, with its assortment of
related questions, will serve as a
resource from which to focus the
discussion. The perception that a
liberal arts education (humanities
and social science courses) has
no career value is simplistic at
best and erroneous at worst. In
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addition, liberal arts graduates
contribute value to the betterment
of society through their civic
contributions and examination
of society’s ills. Perhaps its not
an either--or selection. Perhaps
universities in Vietnam could
educate their graduates in a way
that provides a balance between
personal occupational goals and
communal interest in the social
welfare of local communities
and the nation®
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Thiic day luong thong tin...

(Tiép theo trang 36)

- Bao dam tinh minh bach trong viéc cung cip thong tin vé dau tu gop
von, hd trg clia nha nudc vao doanh nghiép.

- Thyc hién nghiém chinh nghia vu cong khai hoa va cung cap thong
tin ctia co quan cong quyén dic blet la cong khai trong hoat dong thanh
tra, kiém toan, xét duyét du an, cAp von ngan sach nha nudc, dang ky kinh
doanh....

- Liét ké va cong bd bang vin ban mdt cach 16 rang nhimg loai thong
tin khong dugc phép cong bd hodc han ché cong bd vi lién quan dén bi
mat quéc gia, bi mat doi tu, bi mat kinh doanh hoéc thong tin trong hoat
dong t6 tung ma viéc cong khai lam anh huong dén tién trinh hoac két qua
giai quyét cc vu an.

- Qui dinh vé cac qui trinh, thii tuc, thoi han dép tmg yéu cau cung
cap thong tin cua doanh nghiép va cai tién tha tuc tiép nhén, thong bao,
chuyén tiép thong tin dén doanh nghiép.

- Qui dinh cu thé hinh thirc ché tai va xir phat ddi véi cac co quan cong
quyén va cong chirc nha nudc vi pham cac qui dinh vé cong khai thong tin
cho doanh nghiép. Vi du nhu hanh vi ¢ tinh tri hodn viéc cung cap thong
tin, 1am sai l1éch ni dung hd so, tai lidu vi muc dich can tro viée tiép can
thong tin, khong cung cap thong tin, ...

Toém lai, viée ting cuong kha nang tiép can thong tin tir cac co quan
cong quyén ctia doanh nghiép khi thyc hién tai cau tric kinh té s& dem lai
loi ich 16n cho cac doanh nghiép, 0p phéan xay dung dugc moi truong
kinh doanh canh tranh va cong bang trong nén kinh té thi truong dinh
huéng xa hoi chi nghia. Khi kha nang tiép can thong tin ctia doanh nghiép
dugc nang cao viéc kinh doanh s€ hi¢u qua hon, “thuc déy luéng thong tin
dich chuyén giita Chinh phu va khu vuc kinh doanh, t6i da hoa tiém ning
cho sur phbi hop nay”2. Bén canh d6 ting cudng kha nang tiép can thong
tin ctia doanh nghiép 1a mot trong nhimng bién phap quan trong gop phan
thyc thi Ludt phong chéng tham nhiing nam 2005 va nhiéu lut khac cta
nuoc ta®
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