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The Institute of Southeast Asian Studies (ISEAS) was established as an autono-
mous organization in 1968. It is a regional research centre for scholars and other
specialists concerned with modern Southeast Asia, particularly the many-faceted
problems of stability and security, economic development, and political and
social change.

The Institute is governed by a twenty-two-member Board of Trustees com-
prising nominees from the Singapore Government, the National University of
Singapore, the various Chambers of Commerce, and professional and civic
organizations. A ten-man Executive Committee oversees day-to-day operations;
it is chaired by the Director, the Institute’s chief academic and administrative
officer.

The Indochina Unit (IU) of the Institute was formed in late 1991 to meet the
increasing need for information and scholastic assessment on the fast-changing
situation in Indochina in general and in Vietnam in particular. Research in the
Unit is development-based, with a focus on contemporary issues of political
economy. This is done by resident and visiting fellows of various nationalities.
To understand the Vietnamese perspective better, the Unit also has a regular
programme whereby scholars from Vietnam are invited to do research on issues
of topical interest.
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FOREWORD

This study of Vietnam’s higher education structure and system is both
unique and necessary. It provides detailed data and critical analysis not
previously available to readers outside Vietnam and it is #nigue by vit-
tue of the quality of the writing being ideologically objective. It is a
necessary report in the sense that Vietnam is today embarking on a new
era of educational, scientific, and commercial co-operation with many
countries and, accordingly, it is especially important to understand
both her present situation and future aspirations for higher education.

The book contains material pertinent to a basic understanding of
the historical and polyglot background to the development of Viet-
nam’s higher education system and its more recent metamorphosis. It
contains professional analysis and objective expositions of key problems
currently impacting on the installation of a modern and effective sys-
tem of higher education so necessary to propel Vietnam into a posi-
tion where it can eventually stand intellectually and economically as
an equal with its neighbours. It is especially rewarding that a publica-
tion of this genre has been compiled by key Vietnamese personnel,
located in the highest echelons of both “party and pedagogy”. Such a
book accordingly has the imprimatur of authenticity and presents
the latest, best, and most accurate of sensitive data, much of which
would be available only in Vietnamese, perhaps if at all. Ipso facto, it
indubitably contains what might be otherwise described as “privileged
information” not easily or freely accessible within Vietnam and cer-
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tainly not normally available to an international readership. The book
is particularly pertinent in that it covers a range of current issues, dis-
cusses a variety of persistent structural problems, and shares with read-
ers some of the aspirations of the government for the future of higher
education in Vietnam. The compositions, as readers will find for them-
selves, are elegantly written with flair and sophistication. In addition,
the book should be seen as an important intellectual signpost repre-
senting a major step in the difficult progression of higher education for
a society that has suffered political trauma and social incoherence for
much of the past half century. The patina of ideology is generally ab-
sent in the writing and refreshingly so in today’s age where openness
should not be a rationed commodity in intellectual or scientific circles
to which universities of international standards surely aspire.

This book comes at a particular time when Vietnam is at a crucial
crossroads in terms of both its economic and political orientation. Since
1986 when the government’s policy of do7 moi, “renovation”, was first
proclaimed, Vietnam has struggled to accept the realities of changing
global practicalities and take advantage of the more open climate and
accommodation at last engendered towards it by other nations. Accord-
ingly, in comparative-international terms the state will have to face
challenging issues in higher education, namely, massive structural re-
organization at the same time as its struggles to equitably allocate its
modest resources for a rapidly growing and demanding population.
The universalization of primary, and eventually secondary education,
is a necessary goal that needs to be set more carefully in place, thus en-
suring an effective future linkage with both further and higher educa-
tion. While pragmatism and improvization may have been keys to the
maintenance of a constricted system of higher education during the
past two decades, since reunification in 1975, they cannot be used as
excuses for the coming decades. This situation is now clearly recognized
by the government and Vietnam has greatly benefited by the more
recent attention and contribution of a range of international agencies
providing both intellectual expertise and concrete material support.

The particular style of objective, detailed, and critical inputs pro-
vided by all those who have contributed the various chapters in this
book is perhaps the most tangible reflection of the open attitudes that
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are now prevailing within those circles entrusted in giving intellectual
leadership currently to the renovation and expansion of higher educa-
tion taking place in Vietnam. From a personal as well as professional
perspective, it is proper that regional countries such as Australia,
amongst others, are now taking a prominent place in participating co-
operatively in the strengthening or upgrading of Vietnamese higher
education. This is increasingly manifest in the number of contacts,
exchanges, and programmes inaugurated in recent years between Aus-
tralian and Vietnamese academics, scientists, and the various univer-
sities and research institutions that they represent. The co-operative
process is a mutual one involving the sharing of a range of scientific
expertise and practical experience whose territorial boundaries are not
immutable. Higher Education in Vietnam: Change and Response, a joint
research effort by Australian and Vietnamese academics published by
the Institute of Southeast Asian Studies in Singapore, is a practical
expression of this style of concord. It should auger well for the next
edition of this work when the process of doz moi is more fully extended
and its results thoroughly evaluated. Hopefully this will be well before
the commencement of the next millennium.

Stewart E. Fraser
Professor of Education
La Trobe University

Melbourne, Australia
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