
Minority status and schooling of the Hmong in Vietnam by Minh Phuong Luong and Wolfgang Nieke, Hmong Studies Journal 
14(2013): 1-37. 
 

1 
 

Minority status and schooling of the Hmong in Vietnam 

By 

Minh Phuong Luong1; Wolfgang Nieke2 
University of Rostock, Germany 

 
Hmong Studies Journal 

Volume 14, 37 Pages 
 
 

Abstract 

This study examines the disproportionately poor academic performance of the Hmong 
among the minorities in Vietnam by using Ogbu’s cultural ecological theory (Ogbu, 
2003). Societal and school factors have been assumed by many policy makers and 
scholars to affect minorities’ equally, but the paper argues that may not be the case when 
minority status is taken into account. “Community forces” are pointed to as the putative 
cause of the Hmong’s differential academic performance. “Community forces” of each 
ethnic group are related to their status as a minority group, which orients their 
interpretations and responses to schooling. In this paper, the minority status of the Hmong 
is explained through their group development history, settlement patterns, livelihoods and 
economic adaptive strategies and political participation through a review of the scholarly 
literature on the Hmong. Additionally, field research was conducted in Vietnam using a 
grounded theory approach to ethnography to understand how minority status influences 
community forces, and in turn, how these community forces affect the schooling of 
Hmong students. 
Keywords: minority status, Hmong, schooling, culture, Vietnam  

INTRODUCTION 

The Hmong are a relatively large ethnic group with an estimated population of around 12 

million throughout the world, of which the majority are living in China and the remaining 

residing in Laos, Thailand, Vietnam, Burma, France, the United States, Canada, 

Australia, French Guiana, Argentina, New Zealand, and Germany (Cha, 2010). In 

Vietnam, out of 54 ethnic groups, the Kinh is the largest group with almost 86% of the 

country’s population. Among 53 minority groups, the Hmong rank as the fifth largest 

group with 1.068.189 people, equivalent to 1.24% of Vietnam’s population (Census, 

2009). There are more than 40 clans of Hmong who are divided into 6 groups including: 

Hmong Der (white Hmong), Hmong Du (black Hmong), Hmong Si (Red Hmong); 
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Hmong Dua (Green Hmong); Hmong Lenh (flowery Hmong) and Hmong Xua (Cross-

bred Hmong). These groups are distinguished by differences in language, dress and 

custom (Institute of Anthropology, 2005). The Hmong people mainly reside in 20 

provinces but the majority (over 91%) are settled in the northern mountainous regions of 

Vietnam including: Ha Giang (nearly 22%),  Dien Bien, Son La, and Lao Cai (14-16%), 

Lai Chau, Yen Bai, Cao Bang (5-10%) and Bac Kan, Tuyen Quang (1-5%) where the 

living conditions are extremely harsh and poor. The remaining primarily live in Thanh 

Hoa, Nghe An provinces in the central region and Dak Lak, Dak Nong provinces in the 

central highlands (UNFA, 2011) (Figure 1). 

Figure 1: Distribution of the Hmong people in Vietnam 

 

Source: Statistics based on the 2009 Vietnam Population and Housing Census 



Minority status and schooling of the Hmong in Vietnam by Minh Phuong Luong and Wolfgang Nieke, Hmong Studies Journal 
14(2013): 1-37. 
 

3 
 

In comparison with other minority groups in Vietnam, the Hmong have been assessed to 

be the most economically vulnerable with the highest poverty rate, and the lowest 

educational achievements. In the extremely socioeconomically impoverished communes, 

the Hmong have the highest proportion of family income below the new 2011 poverty 

line (around US$19 per person per month) (82.6%) compared to the Vietnam population 

(53%)  and the other minority groups (below 70%) (Pham et al., 2011). Likewise, it is 

also recognized that the Hmong have the poorest academic performance among ethnic 

groups in Vietnam. Figure 2 shows a wide gap in the proportions of literacy and non-

school attendance between the Hmong and the other ethnic groups. The level of non-

school attendance among the Hmong (48%) is approximately 16 times higher than that 

enumerated among the Kinh (around 3%). As a consequence, data from 2009 show that 

the literacy rate among the Hmong is quite low (nearly 38%) while it is very high 

(enumerated at 94%) among larger ethnic groups such as the Kinh, Tay and Muong. 

Figure 2: Literacy rate of the population aged 15 and older, and proportion of the 

population aged 5 and older that has never attended school by the major ethnic 

groups, 2009  
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Source: General Statistics Office (Ministry of Planning and Investment, 2011) 

Similarly, sizable differences in net enrollment rates exist among ethnic groups in 

Vietnam. Apart from the dominant group (Kinh), the Tay and the Muong possess the 

highest rates among the minority groups. In contrast, the Hmong and the Khmer suffer 
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from the lowest net enrollment rates at different educational levels. Very few Hmong 

students in Vietnam pursue tertiary education, particularly at the college or university 

level (Table 1). 

Table 1: Net enrolment rates at different levels of education by the major ethnic 

groups, 2009 

Ethnic 

groups 

Primary 

(%) 

Lower 

secondary 

(%) 

Upper 

secondary 

(%) 

College 

(%) 

University 

(%) 

Kinh 97.0 86.7 61.8 7.7 11.1 

Tay 97.5 87.6 55.5          3.0  3.2 

Thai 92.7 73.3 29.9 1.6 1.1 

Muong 95.7 83.3 41.4 1.3 1.7 

Khmer 86.4 46.3 15.4 0.9 1.1 

Hmong 72.6 34.1 6.6 0.2 0.2 

Source: General Statistics Office (Ministry of Planning and Investment, 2011) 

The household census in Vietnam (2009) also indicated that approximately 79% 

of the Hmong had not obtained an educational degree while this rate was much lower for 

the Kinh group, roughly 25%. Only 14.5% of the Hmong had obtained a primary 

educational degree, with about 5% and 2% enumerated as having completed a lower 

secondary and upper secondary education, accordingly (GSO, 2011). 

Some studies have investigated the poor educational achievements of the 

minorities in Vietnam and have attributed these low achievements to poor abilities in the 

national language (Vietnamese) (Kosonen, 2004; UNICEF et al., 2012), to poverty and 

poor teaching (World Bank, 2009; UNICEF et al. 2007) and to an uneven allocation of 

resources (Truong, 2011). A recent research study has also shown that linguistic obstacles 

negatively influence the social status and occupational opportunities available to Hmong 

in Vietnam (Lavoie, 2011). The lower levels of school performance among minorities are 

usually attributed to factors inside the school, inside the family, or to the 
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biography/biology of the individual child. These factors undeniably contribute. 

Nonetheless, they do not persuasively explicate the disproportionately poor academic 

performance of some minority groups and differences among minority groups (Ogbu, 

1992a&b).  

The cultural ecology theory developed by Ogbu (1998, 2003) addresses two major 

factors, “societal and school factors” and “community forces” that significantly affect the 

schooling of students. “Societal and school factors” (also known as “the system”) refers 

to societal educational policies and practices, societal rewards for educational 

accomplishments or credentials, and treatment of minorities in society and in educational 

institutions. In response, “community forces” are the ways minorities interpret and 

respond to societal and school forces. They encompass cultural frames of reference (for 

example, comparison of themselves with the dominant society), beliefs about the 

instrumental value of school credentials (e.g., role of schools in life advancement); 

relational beliefs about or interpretations of schooling (e.g., degree of trust) and symbolic 

beliefs about or interpretations of identity, culture, language, ability (e.g., a threat to 

minority culture and language identity) (Ogbu & Simons, 1998; Ogbu, 2003).  

Many policy makers and scholars have assumed that system factors affect ethnic 

minorities’ equality. The paper argues this may not be the case when the minority status 

of an ethnic group is taken into account. Minority status contributes to community forces 

that are associated with disproportionate and persistent problems in academic 

performance and literacy among the Hmong in Vietnam. The present paper addresses the 

minority status of the Hmong through a literature review of the existing scholarly 

resources about the Hmong in Vietnam. In addition, the researchers’ field study in Lao 

Cai and Ha Giang delineates relevant community forces through an examination of the 

influence of minority status on the educational experiences and perspectives of Hmong 

students, parents and educators.        

MINORITY STATUS OF THE HMONG  

Minority status is defined on the basis of power relations between groups and not 

solely in terms of numerical representation. An ethnic group is a minority if it holds some 

form of subordinate power position in relation to another group in the same society 

(Ogbu, 1983; Ogbu & Simons, 1998). The minority status of an ethnic group is 

determined by its group development history rather than its race and ethnicity (Ogbu & 
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Simons, 1998). It is also reflected in the socio-economic conditions and cultural dynamics 

and political participation of that group.  

History of the Hmong in Vietnam 

           The Hmong are called Mèo in Vietnam and known as Miáo or Miáo zú in China 

(Culas, 2010). However, the name “Mèo” means “cat” and has been perceived as a 

derogatory term by the Hmong so the name “Hmong” has been officially used since 1979 

(Institute of Anthropology, 2005). It has been proposed by some scholars that the Hmong 

group was present in China as long as five thousand years ago (Thao, 1999 & 2004; 

Institute of Anthropology, 2005; Cha, 2010). In around 2700 B.C., the Hmong were first 

present in the Yangtze region of China. At that time, the Hmong were a subgroup of a 

larger number of ethnic groups called by the Chinese as Miao. It has been proposed by 

some writers that the Hmong are descendants of the Miao King, Chi You (Thao, 1999; 

Institute of Anthropology, 2005; Cha, 2010). Chi You’s ruling kingdom, namely Jiuli, 

consisted of over 81 different clans. Huang Di, the Chinese Yellow Emperor, attacked 

and defeated Chi You and his people. When Chi You was killed, Huang Di became the 

emperor of the Jiuli tribe (Cha, 2010). Later, under the dynasty of Yao, Shun and Wu, 

new alliances namely, the Sanmiao, Youmiao and Miaomin were formed and developed 

in confrontation with the powers of the Kings. From the 16th to the 11th centuries B.C., the 

Sanmiao and Jingchu (or Nanman) had wealthy economies and continued their resistance 

against the Chinese. The Sanmiao period was a prosperous time for the ancestors of the 

Hmong when they settled in the northern part of the Yellow river. Then owing to the 

strong expansion of the Hanzu, they gradually fled to the south. After many serious 

defeats, the Sanmiao were finally conquered by the Chinese about 3200 years ago. Many 

Hmong were killed and others scattered to the rugged mountainous highlands of the 

southern and western regions (Institute of Anthropology, 2005; Cha, 2010).   

             Later, under the Tang Dynasty, the ancestors of the Hmong restarted their 

struggles against the Chinese in early A.D. 800 in resistance to high taxes. Until the Yuan 

Dynasty (around 13 century) whose emperors were Mongols, the Hmong in cooperation 

with the Chinese successfully overthrew the Yuan Dynasty. The Hmong gained authority 

over a large region including portions of Hunan, Hubei, Guizhou and Guangxi provinces. 

But the Hmong were again ruled by the Chinese under the Ming Dynasty. Owing to 

oppression and heavy taxes, the Hmong initiated rebellions in the 1400s.  However, their 

uprisings were bloodily suppressed, thousands of families had to flee southward through 
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the high mountains and settled in the southern highlands of China. Others crossed the 

borders of Guizhou, Guangxi and Yunnan provinces of China and migrated to the 

northern regions of Vietnam. The first major emigration of the Hmong from Guizhou 

(China) to Dong Van and Meo Vac districts of Ha Giang province (Vietnam) occurred 

more than 300 years ago (Tran, 1996; Hoang, 2002 and Institute of Anthropology, 2005). 

Following this, there were also several Hmong emigration movements as a result of 

Chinese persecution to Vietnam’s northern mountainous provinces including Lao Cai, 

Son La, Lai Chau and Dien Bien (Hoang, 2002; Tran, 1996). 

Much of the history of the Hmong is associated with their constant struggles 

against the oppression of the Chinese for their ethnic independence and identity survival. 

The Hmong have always dreamed of an autonomous nation with their own leadership and 

a strong desire of freedom. This was reflected in the phenomenon of “Xưng vua” – “King 

self-declarations” in the Hmong regions (Tran, 1996; Hoang, 2002). However, this 

phenomenon was quickly confronted by the ruling regimes in Vietnam. So the history of 

their continuing struggles for freedom in both China and Vietnam placed the Hmong in 

lower power relations with both Chinese and Vietnamese rulers. In addition, being 

“immigrants” to Vietnam provided them a different status as well. 

Settlement pattern 

When the Hmong immigrated into Vietnam, the low-land and advantaged regions 

were already occupied by other ethnic groups. Hence, the Hmong had to settle in the 

rugged uplands, where transport and development were extremely limited. The Hmong 

often located their villages in dispersed areas stretching along mountains or river terrains 

or in forest-edges. In the lowland areas, Hmong villages sometimes appeared where tens 

of houses are located close to each other. Different from other minorities, the Hmong tend 

to live in geographically exclusive spaces separated from the Kinh and other minorities. 

Meanwhile, many other ethnic groups tend to live side by side or even together within a 

single village. Figure 3 shows that the Hmong and Dao predominantly populate the 

rugged mountains while the Kinh, Tay and Thai inhabit the lowlands. For example, in 

2003, there were 46 communes with 100% Hmong inhabitants out of 132 single ethnic 

communes throughout Lao Cai province. This province recorded the highest proportion of 

single ethnic communes (around 35%) in which the Hmong make up around 24% of the 

total population.  
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Figure 3: Ethnic diversity of Lao Cai communes, 1989 (Source: Michaud et al., 2003) 

 

Ethnologists have often portrayed the Hmong communities as characterized by 

“isolation” and “protection”. These scholars have shown that Hmong society is 

characterized by a kinship based social organization (Tran, 1996; Culas, 2010; Michaud, 

2011). A clan based settlement pattern predominates in Hmong villages. Families of each 

clan jointly reside in a village or a part of a village. Two or three small clans who are 

related to a larger clan may live together in a village. In the lowland areas, the Hmong 

reside among other ethnic groups (Dao, Tay, etc.) in the same village. They tend, 

however, to separate from these groups and form their own clusters of Hmong families. 

The geographical isolation in their settlement shows the closed ethnic tradition among the 

Hmong (Tran, 1996). For example, Hmong houses are often hedged by walls of stones or 

bamboo and wood to protect the house owners and their cattle and belongings against 

outside attackers (Institute of Anthropology, 2005). Especially, in the regions bordering 

China, the Hmong villages are built in a protective form in which houses are located in a 

clustering manner within a village rather than a scattered distribution and hedged by solid 

stone walls (Tran, 1996, 2006). This isolated settlement hinders Hmong communication 

with people from other groups in the society. Some scholars have argued that poor social 
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communication and information access have partially resulted in their poor knowledge 

and limited opportunities for economic development in Vietnam (World Bank, 2009).  

Livelihoods and economic adaptive strategies 

Some scholars have described the Hmong as being isolationist but also selectively 

adaptive in their livelihoods. Many Hmong in Vietnam earn their living from farming, 

husbandry, hunting, fishing and foraging. The principal food plants are corn and rice 

grown by Hmong families in the terraced fields, and even inside rocky hollows utilizing 

primitive farming tools. In farming work, kinship based subsistence constitutes an 

important feature of Hmong livelihoods. People in the same clan usually exchange help 

with each other (Institute of Anthropology, 2005; Hoang, 2002). The husbandry also 

follows the household based model in which a number of buffaloes, oxen, pigs, horses 

and goats, and poultry, etc. are naturally reared for the purpose of serving agricultural 

production and providing food. Apart from farming and husbandry, hunting and foraging 

from forests constitute important additional food sources. Household based handicrafts 

such as cloth dyeing with indigo cotton weaving, silver jewelery-making, forging and 

carpentry, etc. are only pursued at idle times of the agricultural cycle principally to serve 

daily needs and sometimes for trade (Tran, 1996, 2006). 

These household and community patterns of labor are replicated at a larger scale 

in the labor force.  UNFA (2011) found that, among the six ethnic groups with the largest 

population, the Kinh people had the highest proportion of people working in state sectors 

(10.5%), private sectors (7.3%) and economic sectors involving foreign investment 

(3.8%). Among the remaining five ethnic groups, the Hmong had the lowest proportion of 

workers in state sectors (1.3%), no involvement in collective, private and foreign invested 

enterprises (0.0%) and the highest share of people in household enterprises (98.5%) 

(Table 2). 
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Table 2: Percentage of working population by ethnic group and by economic sector, 

2009 

Economic Sector Kinh Tay Thai Muong Khmer Hmong Entire 

Country 

Self-employed 3.5  0.6  0.4  0.5  3.8  0.2  3.1 

Household enterprises 74.6  87.0  93.9  90.7  85.8  98.5  77.0 

Cooperative/Collective 0.3  0.2  0.1  0.1  0.1  0.0  0.3 

Private Enterprises 7.3  1.6  0.7  1.9  5.0  0.0  6.5 

State 10.5  9.5  4.5  5.0  2.8  1.3  9.6 

Foreign invested 

enterprises 

3.8 1.1  0.3  1.9  2.5  0.0  3.4 

Source: UNFA (2011) 

Given this geographic and economic isolation, the Hmong are usually in a passive 

and powerless position in relation to the economic system in Vietnam because their needs 

or problems are rarely reflected and considered in the development of state policies on 

land and economic issues (Corlin, 2004). In practice, they comply with the regulated 

policies on one hand and screen the opportunities or selectively respond to aspects of 

modernity on the other (Michaud, 2011). This suggests some changes in their practices in 

the direction of choosing to adapt to what they deem as relevant. As the policies on plant 

alteration and market integration have been put into practice in the Hmong settlement 

areas, it has slowly resulted in changes to their livelihoods. The market oriented economy 

has, to a certain extent, gradually penetrated and broken up the self-supplying and self-

sufficiency model of the Hmong. However, their strong sense of identity along with their 

patterns of settlement have often resulted in their cautious responses to external forces, 

including educational and economic policies. “Hmong reasoning and choices depend on a 

specific balance of current opportunities embedded in historically shaped cultural and 
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social relations, and specific geographic variables” (Turner, 2012). Apart from economic 

benefits, the Hmong have decided to accept or ignore development opportunities on the 

basis of hoping to further the sustainability of their identity and culture (Turner and 

Michaud, 2008). For example, somewhat differently from the other ethnic groups, the 

Hmong view the market as a place for not only “commodity trading” but also “friend 

making” and “sentiment expressing”. Some people go to market not to trade but to meet 

friends and relatives or enjoy traditional food after a week of hard work (Tran, 2006; 

Turner and Michaud, 2008).  

Despite the imperatives of the country’s renovation policies since 1986, the 

Hmong persist in the selective pattern in their livelihoods. They attach a strong 

importance to the preservation of identity and culture in their adaptive economic 

strategies. If an integrationist pressure is imposed on them, the Hmong tend to take a 

“resistant” action by leaving (Turner and Michaud, 2008). 

Political participation 

Although the Hmong have some representation in the political system of Vietnam, 

their participation actually remains very poor. At the national level, Hmong 

representatives account for approximately 1.4% of 500 National Assembly Deputies, 

compared with around 85% of the Kinh group (Table 3). At the provincial and district 

level, the Kinh also monopolize all the vital positions in the state apparatus despite their 

smaller population in some regions. For example in Lao Cai, though the minorities 

comprise over 64% of the population, they hold nearly 26.7% of the administrative 

positions at the different levels, specifically, about 20% of the management positions at 

the provincial level, and 26% at the district and township level (Le, 2012).   

Table 3: Ethnicities represented in the 2012-2017 National Assembly 

Ethnicity Number of 
Deputies   Ethnicity Number of 

Deputies 

Kinh 422   Thai 5 

Gia rai 3   Kor 2 

E de 4   Khang  1 

Bana 1   Ha Nhi  1 

Xe dang 1   Lao 1 

San Chay 1   La Chi  1 
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Co ho 2   Hoa 2 

Cham  2   Mang  1 

San diu 2   Kho me 5 

Tay 15   Sila 1 

Mnong 1   Brau 1 

S' tieng 1   Muong 7 

Tho 1   Nung 3 

Giay 1   Hmong 7 

De Chieng 1   Dao 4 
          

      TOTALS 500 

Source: National Assembly of Vietnam, http://dbqh.na.gov.vn/dantoc, accessed 2013 

Although the political system secures the presence of the minority representatives 

in accordance with the proportion of their population, these deputies, in practice, have 

little voice in the system. Owing to the cultural stereotypes of the deficiencies of ethnic 

minority deputies (and minority populations more generally) as well as their lack of 

education, confidence and experience in representative functions, the ethnic minority 

deputies are usually viewed to be of less “capacity” and political power than Kinh 

deputies (Palmieri, 2010). They have very little influence on decision-making. Therefore, 

the presence of minorities merely formally involves them in the policy process. They 

cannot realize their rights to effective participation in public affairs (Verstichel, 2010).  

This review of Hmong history, settlement, livelihoods and political participation 

in Vietnam shows the “resistant”, “selective”, “isolated” and “closed” patterns of their 

responses to the social interface. The history of exclusion and emigration to Vietnam as a 

result of political persecution situates the Hmong in a disadvantaged position in terms of 

settlement and socio-economic development conditions. Based on an analysis of six 

causes of persistent ethnic minority poverty by the World Bank (2009) (including poor 

access to education, mobility, credit, land, linkages to markets, and ethnic stereotyping by 

the Kinh majority), the Hmong are recognized to be the most vulnerable and socially 

excluded group on all of these parameters in Vietnam. The depth and severity of poverty 

are substantially higher for the Hmong in Vietnam owing to their social exclusion (World 

Bank, 2012). As a consequence, this worsens their power relationship to a society that 

then decides which “images, identities and social practices are shared, contested, 
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negotiated, and sometimes rejected by the various actors involved” (Long, 2004). In spite 

of this subordination, the Hmong view themselves as “neither resisting nor submissive 

victims of the domination” but rather they act in their own way – the “Hmong way” 

(Michaud, 2011). A desire for democracy and freedom – freedom from oppression – is a 

central theme in the broader Hmong diaspora (Cha, 2010). A historically grounded review 

reveals that the Hmong do not hesitate to resist any oppressors who impose social, 

economic and political inequality on them as well as threatening their identity and 

cultural survival (Turner and Michaud, 2008; Michaud, 2011).  We now turn to how the 

social status of the Hmong affects their schooling. 

SCHOOLING OF HMONG CHILDREN 

To understand the influence of Hmong minority status on the schooling of their 

children, a five month field study divided into two phases (3 months in 2011 and two 

months in 2013) was conducted in two districts, namely Bac Ha district (Lao Cai) and 

Quan Ba district (Ha Giang) in Vietnam’s northern mountainous region. 

Overview of case study sites 

These two provinces were selected because, according to the population and 

household census (2009), the Hmong group accounts for a substantial proportion of the 

entire population of Ha Giang and Lao Cai provinces (almost 32% and 24% respectively, 

equally 231,500 and 146,000 individuals) (GSO, 2011). In addition, these two provinces 

have the highest poverty rate in the northern region (35.38% and 35.29%, accordingly) 

(MOLISA, 2012). Among ethnic minorities, the Hmong had the highest reported poverty 

rate –83% in Lao Cai (World Bank, 2012). 
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            The Hmong constitute around 55% of Bac Ha district (Lao Cai province)’s 

population and 60% of Quan Ba district (Ha Giang province)’s population (BOET Bac 

Ha, 2013; BOET Quan Ba, 2013). The 2011 poverty rates were 49.94% and 45.9% 

respectively in these districts, of which more than 55% of poor households of the two 

districts were Hmong (MOLISA, 2012). Based on data from 2013, the Kinh population 

only accounted for 15% of the population in Bac Ha but approximately 77% of primary 

school teachers came from the Kinh group. Only 4% of enumerated teachers were 

Hmong. In addition, 85% of primary school administrators were Kinh while no positions 

were allocated for the Hmong (BOET Bac Ha, 2013). Likewise, in Quan Ba district, the 

Kinh made up less than 10% of the total district population but around 40% of the 

teaching staff were Kinh. Meanwhile, merely 4% of primary school teachers were Hmong 

though nearly 60% of teaching staff were of minority-origin (BOET Quan Ba, 2013). 

Figure 4: Proportion of population, primary teachers and administrators among the 

Kinh and Hmong group in Bac Ha district, the school-year 2012-2013 
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Source: Bureau of Education and Training of Bac Ha district (2013) 

As of 2013, the Hmong enrollment rate in primary education in Bac Ha and Quan Ba 

districts was around 80%, much lower than that of the other groups (more than 90% on 

average) (BOET Bac Ha, 2013; BOET Quan Ba, 2013). Hmong academic performance 

was also worse than that of the other ethnic groups. The Hmong students, particularly 
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girls, encountered more extensive and persistent problems in terms of learning the 

national language, communication and attendance than the other groups (UNICEF et al. 

2007). 

Methodology 

The researchers in the present study used a grounded theory method combined with 

ethnography (Charmaz & Michell, 2002) and adopted qualitative tools including focused 

group discussions (FGD), individual in-depth interview (IDI) and participant observation 

in a field study within a broader framework of community based participatory and 

constructivist approaches (Creswell, 2009; 2012). These approaches enabled the 

researchers to understand the research issues from the perspective of participants for 

whom the meaning of their minority status was influenced by their social and historical 

experiences and was exposed through their interactions with others in the community or 

society.  

Table 4: Research tools used in the field study 

Participants FDG IDI Observations 

(Classes) 

Remark 

Hmong parents  2   - 7 & 10 persons/group.  

- Discussion in the Hmong 

language with translation from a 

local Hmong person. 

Non-Hmong 

teachers 

2 3 2 - Class observations with video 

recordings of 12 instructional 

periods at Grade 3. 

Hmong teachers 2 2 1 - Discussion in the Vietnamese 

language. 

- Class observation with video 

recording of 12 instructional 

periods at Grade 3. 
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Hmong students 2   - 10 students per group at the 

lower secondary level (for age of 

12-15). 

- Discussion in the Vietnamese 

language. 

Cultural expert  1  Interviewee from the Kinh ethnic 

group. 

* BOET: Bureau of Education and Training at district level 

The grounded theory method (Charmaz, 2012) was used in collecting and analyzing the 

data with the support of Transana Software Version 2.5.2.     

Results 

The schooling of Hmong children is significantly affected by community forces 

that encompass four major categories including: (i) self-recognition of being more 

disadvantaged in both social life and schooling, (ii) loss of optimism about employment 

opportunities, (iii) being cautious and resistant to external forces, and (iv) strong beliefs 

in cultural and language heritage. 

Self-recognition of being more disadvantaged in both social life and schooling 

The Hmong perceive themselves as being more disadvantaged than their peers in 

terms of their social life and schooling. The disadvantages are manifested in their passive 

acceptance of learning concepts in the Vietnamese language, and a subordinated position 

in the dominant society that hinders Hmong students from actively participating in the 

classroom. 

             Hmong students’ participation in the classroom is greatly challenged when they 

are deprived of opportunities to incorporate their language and culture into schools. 

Although ethnic minorities have a right to use their own language and incorporate their 

culture in schooling as stipulated in Article 5 of the 1992 Constitution of the Socialist 

Republic of Vietnam: “Ethnic minorities have the right to use their own languages and 

scripts, maintain and develop their traditions, practices, custom and culture”, the 

Vietnamese language in practice is the only official instructional language in all primary 

schools with the exception of ten (10) mother tongue-based bilingual classes of Grades 2 
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and 3 for the Hmong under UNICEF’s program in Lao Cai province (UNICEF, 2012). 

Our class observations indicated that the Hmong students would actively raise their hands 

when the teachers explained responses to their questions in the local language. 

Nonetheless, the majority of teachers did not know the local language. Hence, Hmong 

students encountered difficulty in understanding instruction, particularly in the early 

grades. Additionally, a one-size-fits-all curriculum and teaching strategy were also 

pointed out as great challenges confronting Hmong learning in all of the schools. Hmong 

students had to deal with alien concepts that they never heard of or seen before in their 

lives. They recognized they were more disadvantaged as poor economic conditions 

prevented them from having opportunities to travel out of their small isolated villages. 

Moreover, many of the students and their families hardly had access to information 

sources like television, radio and newspapers because they spent most of their time on 

housework and fieldwork. Meanwhile, their teachers were not properly and adequately 

supported in the design of relevant instructional and teaching methods and tools. Thus 

instruction in Vietnamese about concepts lacked the use of visual aids and did not 

incorporate students’ experiences. This further hindered Hmong students’ participation in 

the classroom. They were unable to use language to express concepts with which they had 

little familiarity in their daily lives, a Hmong deputy headmaster in a focused group 

discussion of the minority teachers in Quan Ba district stated: 

…when we are in the text writing session, for example, in the exercise in... 

describing...  a river or sea, because my mountaineer students have never seen 

any river or sea in their life, they do not know how to describe it... However, if you 

ask them to describe a spring, they can tell you how it flows on sunny or rainy 

days since they observe it in their actual life.  

In practice, teachers overlook culturally different perspectives, ignore the living context 

of their students, and rigidly follow guidance in textbooks. This subsequently causes 

confusion among Hmong students regarding some ideas that are contested between 

cultural groups in Vietnam. For example, in lesson 30, “Agricultural activities” of the 

subject “Nature and society” at grade 3, the teachers clarified the purposes of forest 

planting and protection while all the Hmong students were aware of their parents and 

community’s wood cutting from forests for cooking and house building as a daily 

practice. Meanwhile, the teachers solely emphasized the significance of forest planting as 

protecting the living environment and preventing natural disasters. There was incongruity 
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between what the students’ experiences were with regard to the forest and the teachers’ 

analysis about the causes of deforestation. This consequently made the students confused. 

The students’ perspective came from their daily knowledge about their living 

environment while that of the teachers was formed on the basis of scientific knowledge. 

During the instruction, the teachers simply did not recognize the role of wood in the 

students’ daily lives as important for their existing living conditions. In contrast, holding 

a stereotype about Hmong traditions, they considered wood cutting as forest destruction 

and mentioned the new concepts of natural disasters like flood, land erosion, etc. that the 

students had possibly never heard about before in their lives. As a result, by the end of the 

lesson, in response to the concluding question of “what are the benefits of forest plantings 

and protection?”, students persisted in their existing concepts (cooking, house building) 

and hardly remembered those introduced by their teachers (preventing land erosion and 

floods) though these concepts were repeated as much as seven to ten times during an 

instructional period (35 minutes). 

The perception of being different and being in a weaker power relationship with 

the other ethnic groups, specifically with the Kinh and Tay groups, predominated in the 

Hmong community. To their view, the disadvantaged living conditions contributed to 

their socially marginalization from other groups. They subsequently accepted their 

subordinated position with resignation. A 42-year-old Hmong woman, the head of a 

communal women union in a focus group discussion of the Hmong parents in Quan Ba 

district, revealed that 

…finally…finally we are the Hmong so we go, we go … go to meeting or  go to 

workshops or anywhere else, we are surely weaker despite our literacy, despite 

the fact of how good our literacy is, they... they live near the cities so they are 

more normal people. We Hmong are living in high mountains so surely... we are 

weaker people. 

Growing up in their experience of poor living conditions and observation of lower 

positions in social interaction between their community and the other groups, Hmong 

children may also internalize the image of inferiority. To their mind, being Hmong also 

meant that they had to work in mountainous fields, their life linked with field work. On 

the contrary, they regarded their peers as having a happy life when they were allowed to 

play after school or to go sightseeing on holidays. Cau, a grade-six boy of a lower 

secondary school in Bac Ha district, confided that 
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…we have to herd cow and buffalo, cut grass for horses and are not allowed to 

play like other children. Because we are Hmong, we have to go to the mountains 

to do field work and follow buffaloes’ behind (all children in the focused group 

discussion laughed)... 

The image of a “buffaloes’ behind” was spoken in a humorous but sad voice. The irony 

here is that buffaloes are usually under human control during field work but as he shared, 

Hmong children had to follow them. It shows their acceptance of a hard life with 

resignation. Such an image of inferiority ingrained in Hmong children likely makes them 

shy and cautious about forming social relationships with other ethnic groups, particularly 

at school.  

In schools, as noted, the Hmong also possess a very poor representation in teaching 

positions. On average, there are fewer than five Hmong teachers out of around a total of 

40 teachers in each primary school for Hmong students in Quan Ba and Bac Ha districts. 

Their voices or ideas are inadequately respected in schools. Hence, a sense of 

subordination is felt by many Hmong teachers. This gradually erodes their efforts to make 

their voices recognized in their institutions and reinforces their withdrawal from social 

interaction. A Hmong deputy-headmaster of a Quan Ba primary school shared in an in-

depth interview that:    

I always feel that …being Hmong…, I myself have a feeling of being marginalized in 

the school. I hold an inferior position in the relationship with my colleagues though I 

am the deputy headmaster of this school. Therefore, my… my…motivation for 

struggle is gradually driven back because… I am very weak and powerless in the 

school. I must accept my fate with resignation… I am in such position. 

This sense of powerlessness gradually results in an inferiority complex and self-blaming 
that, in turn, serves to disempower the Hmong from attempting efforts at social and 
educational transformation. The majority of Hmong parents cited community perceptions 
that they were not knowledgeable enough to support their children’s teachers in their 
teaching. Their poor economic conditions, lack of education and the language deficit were 
noted as the major obstacles to their active participation in school activities. Moreover, 
Hmong parents tended to blame themselves for their inability to provide sufficient 
learning conditions to support academic progress among their children. They attributed 
their children’s lack of supportive learning conditions to poverty, and believed that 
socioeconomic conditions adversely affected their children’s learning attitudes and 
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behaviors. A Hmong woman with four children of school age in a focused group 
discussion of the Hmong parents in Bac Ha district stated that 

…We expect our children to have good marks and try their best to learn but they 

are dumb because at home … in Hmong homes, the worst is that we do not have 

desks & chairs as well as a study corner for our children. Therefore, they play 

outside the house after school. They have meals and they are at the school in 

school time. My family is very poor and we can provide them only shirts and pants 

for their schooling. 

Further, when justifying teachers’ reprimands and even physical punishments of their 
children at school, the Hmong parents thought that it was their children’s language 
incapacity that caused teachers to get stressed as this put burdens on teachers during the 
teaching process. Thus they accepted the pedagogical method associated with reprimands 
and physical punishment though it possibly conflicted with their traditions and patterns of 
childrearing. A 35-year-old Hmong woman with three children of school age in Quan Ba 
district explained that 

… Parents do not teach, parents cannot speak Vietnamese, so our children 

obviously cannot speak Vietnamese well. As a consequence, they do not 

understand what their teachers say. Therefore, if we criticize the teachers, it is not 

fair for them. It is just because our children do not know the language… so even 

though the teachers speak and speak, they still do not know and listen, hence they 

do not understand how to follow the teachers’ guidance. The teachers tell them to 

do this but they do not understand, thus they do in a different way… they wrongly 

do what teachers tell them. Then the teachers get angry and reprimand them. 

Therefore, it is not right to criticize teachers… (laughing) 

Similarly, the Hmong students also responded to their teacher’s anger by blaming 
themselves and their parents. The Hmong students often attributed their poor 
understanding of the teacher’s instruction to their language incapability. The teachers 
sometimes got angry and stressed when they were unable to get students to understand 
concepts. Sometimes, students cried or laid their face upon the table while others felt very 
sad, scared and sorry for their reprimanded peers. Consequently, both teachers and 
students suffered from the pressures in the teaching and learning processes. A focus group 
discussion of the Hmong students in Quan Ba district disclosed that  
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Researcher:… You forget to do homework assigned by your teacher. What do you 

do when your teacher asks you? 

Tau: I... do not dare to answer her. She gets angry and reprimands me. 

Researcher: How do you feel when being reprimanded by the teacher in such a 

case? 

Respondents: Sad (all students in chorus) 

Phuong: Cry 

Mi: Self-blame 

Researcher: Self-blame ↑? Why do you blame yourselves? 

Mai: Because I sleep in and forget to do homework. 

Tau: Because we are very tired after a working day and sleep in 

Cau: I feel angry with my parents because they do not provide me with adequate 

leaning facilities that my friends have …  

Loss of optimism about employment opportunities 

Hmong parents and youth were not optimistic about finding the employment 

opportunities that were usually seen as rewards for academic success in a society. It is 

often reasoned that Hmong with lower academic outcomes do not meet requirements of 

the labour market in Vietnam. However, the majority of the Hmong in Bac Ha and Quan 

Ba reflected that educational degrees would not secure their chances to earn a job. In 

addition to an academic degree, money and social relationships were seen as essential 

requirements to securing a job and the majority of Hmong families were poor and unable 

to obtain work through paying a fee or through social networks. This reality reinforced 

Hmong parents’ pessimism towards the economic prospects resulting from their 

children’s academic success. Consequently, the majority of Hmong parents simply 

expected that their children could read and write Vietnamese and acquire mathematical 

skills to make it possible for them to earn a living in society. In a focus group discussion 

of the Hmong parents in Bac Ha district, a 54-year-old Hmong man who had five 

children, two of whom had graduated from college but could not find a job, shared:  

…we expect them to be literate so that our village can develop… they learn well 

so that they later… they cannot immediately have a place in a government office 
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but at least they do not have to ask for help from others. When they are literate, 

they themselves can write a document…Because my family is very poor, we do not 

have money. We do not know how to earn a job in a government office. Other 

people are wiser so they jump in, thus our children are thrown out. In order to 

earn a job, we must have money but we do not. It is impossible for us. 

De, a 22-year-old Hmong man had completed vocational secondary school three years 

earlier. He could not get a job after graduation because of a lack of ‘conditions’ that were 

understood as financial support and social relationships. He planned to set up a motorbike 

and bike repair shop but these goals still remained a plan. After failure in his job search, 

he returned to field work similar to his uneducated friends. He stated in the focus group 

discussion of the Hmong parents in Bac Ha district:  

In short, when having applied for whatever job, I was told that it all depended on 

my conditions. Because I did not have sufficient conditions, I could not earn a job. 

The advancements in life associated with educational success have rarely been 

seen in evidence among the Hmong. To a great extent, this reality associated with the 

poor economic conditions further disheartened many Hmong parents from providing 

sufficient learning supports at home as well as Hmong students from engaging in learning 

at school. Hmong students often lacked learning aids such as pens, notebooks, textbooks, 

etc. They usually had little time at home to do their homework. The majority of Hmong 

children worked as additional laborers for their families after school, helping their parents 

with field work and housework including sibling care, water fetching, cow or buffalo 

herding, wood collecting, grass cutting, etc. Worse, some students were forced to skip 

school by their parents in order to have more time for housework and/or field work. 

Hmong lower secondary students participating in a group discussion in Bac Ha district 

stated the following:  

 Mai: Parents only think that we must help them to do housework after school.  

Tau: Parents allow us to quit school some days. 

Mai: Instead of allowing us to go to school, they force us to drop out. 

Researcher: Have you ever been made to stay at home for housework? 

All participants: Yes  
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Phuong: Because parents did not go to school, they do not have any idea about 

what learning is. All they know is we must help them after school.  

Being cautious and resistant to external forces 

Both the Hmong and non-Hmong participants said that it was challenging to 

improve Hmong participation in social and school activities. The Hmong only felt free to 

actively participate in social activities within their own community while hesitant to 

engage in social communication with the other ethnic groups. Relational beliefs are 

considered to be key factors in enhancing social participation. These are built by 

removing threats to safety and setting up relationships based on trust and respect. The 

Hmong history of undaunted struggle shows that they are ready to resist the oppressing 

powers by their withdrawal when their safety and self-esteem are threatened. A massive 

drop-out of the Hmong students in many schools in Quan Ba district in 2011 was an 

example of this. In this event, students in all primary and lower secondary schools in four 

communes with high number of Hmong population (Can Ty, Thanh Van, Ta Van and 

Lung Tam) unanimously dropped out for two weeks due to issues associated with a 

student dental program. During the program, some children had their loose first teeth 

pulled out by doctors without consulting parents while Hmong traditionally let loose first 

teeth naturally fall out without doctor intervention. Therefore, teeth-pulling was seen as a 

threat to children’s safety by Hmong parents. Additionally, the Hmong often provided an 

oppositional response when their self-esteem was threatened. Hmong students 

unhesitatingly left schools when their teachers and peers made them lose face in front of 

others. They often dropped out after being reprimanded by their teachers or teased by 

their friends. A Hmong woman in a focus group discussion in Quan Ba revealed that: 

“My daughter is two years older than her peers. Therefore, she feels ashamed 

when she is often laughed at and teased by the other students. She sometimes cries 

and drops out for few weeks…”         

In communication, the Hmong were recognized to be cautious and closed at first but more 

friendly and open after trust and respect were established. Their isolated settlement 

pattern combined with a history of being part of a Diaspora probably contributed to their 

hesitation and cautiousness in social interactions with persons from the other groups. This 

served to impede learning of the Vietnamese language among the Hmong. In turn, poor 

language capability, to some extent, enhanced their separation pattern of communication 
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in the broader social context. Demographic fragmentation, particularly isolated residences 

caused great difficulty for the Hmong in socializing with people from the other ethnic 

groups. Additionally, at home and in their community, the Hmong mainly communicated 

with each other in their mother-tongue language. Low Vietnamese language proficiency 

was considered to be a sizable obstacle for the Hmong in expressing their thoughts and 

ideas. Consequently, it made Hmong students shy and unconfident in their classroom 

interactions. A grade-one Hmong male teacher with 10-years of experience teaching 

Hmong students in a focus group discussion involving Hmong teachers in Bac Ha district 

stated: 

… They are shy in their communication because of their constraint of language as 

well. The friends from the other ethnic groups come, they possibly want to talk 

with them, they might know what to talk but they do not know how to correctly 

express it, how to explain their thought so that their friends understand what they 

mean … 

It was also explained that the real cause behind their hesitation in active 

communication with the other groups in both social settings and the classroom was their 

fear of being laughed at and made to look ridiculous. Together with their self-recognition 

of being not as knowledgeable as people from the other ethnic groups, the psychology of 

being looked down at, being judged or ridiculed inevitably deepened the inferiority 

complex of Hmong students and increased their lack of confidence in communication 

with other ethnic groups. Such a psychological attitude was recognized and admitted to be 

common by the majority of Hmong participants regardless of age, gender, social status, 

and occupation. Therefore, the Hmong usually listened, observed and concisely 

responded to their partners in a passive role at first in order to determine their attitude as 

they looked for trustworthiness. In a focus group discussion of the Hmong teachers in Bac 

Ha district, a Hmong male teacher confided that: 

Actually I am a teacher. However, when I am in a crowded group, I think to 

myself that I surely cannot speak Vietnamese well, so I tremble a little with fear, 

that kind of feeling… I am not sure whether what I say is correct or not. It might 

be correct for me but to the others’ views, it is not. I am afraid of being laughed at 

by the others. Such feeling prevents me from confidently expressing my ideas in 

the crowd. 
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In the same way, the Hmong students tended to be less active and willing to argue 

or contribute their ideas. They accepted their partners’ ideas without exposing any 

disagreement, particularly with strangers. In classrooms, students did vocally oppose their 

teachers’ ideas although they might find them incorrect or had different ideas. A young 

grade-two Hmong male teacher in Bac Ha district said:  

When the students from the other ethnic groups find out a writing mistake made by 

their teacher on the blackboard, they will promptly respond that "Teacher, you 

write one word in the wrong way". They are very confident in pointing out the 

wrong word. In contrast, the Hmong students tend to keep silent. They do not dare 

to voice their ideas though they know their teacher’s mistake… 

Nevertheless, the Hmong became more open and less reserved provided that trust in a 

relationship was recognized. A local expert on the Hmong culture in Lao Cai province 

stated in an in-depth interview: 

…By nature, the Hmong are very active, open and friendly. They are always 

cautious or shy at the beginning, so you might have the feeling that they are 

unfriendly and frigid to you. That is just the first impression.  When you gain their 

trust, particularly by drinking, living and eating with them, they became very open 

and friendly. They would open up and share all their stories. The Hmong show a 

very deep sentiment to you when you are considered as their close friends. 

With the Hmong, trust and respect were mainly shown through actions and behaviors 

rather than oral expressions. A teacher from another ethnic group gained the trust of the 

Hmong through her expressions of sincerity, support and care for their children. Though 

she at first encountered a language barrier, she overcame it through regular visits to 

students’ homes, integration into the local Hmong communities and provision of support 

to her students’ after-school field work and medication to parents when their children 

were sick. The distance and gaps in communication caused by ethnic differences were 

narrowed and even bridged once the teacher showed her care for the children as well as 

her deep sympathy for their hard life through her actions. The Hmong parents and 

community treated her as a friend, in many cases even as a sister and offered her love and 

full respect. They voluntarily supported her teaching by encouraging their children to 

attend school regularly as well as caring for her students by helping her with washing 

their hair and hands before class. Likewise, Hmong students taught by a teacher who 

often encouraged their ideas were more active, confident and open in sharing their views. 
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In a class of a Hmong teacher in Bac Ha district, it was seen that the students actively 

raised their hands to answer their teacher’s questions. The usual fear and shyness in 

communication no longer existed in this classroom where student ideas were recognized 

and opportunities for expression were given to them by their teacher. Some students in 

this classroom even corrected their teacher’s ideas when they considered them wrong. 

Cong, a poorly performing student in Grade 3, confidently rejected his Hmong teacher’s 

answer in the assignment to ‘draw generations of your family’ when she wrongly thought 

that his family merely had two generations. 

Teacher: So you have to position yourself at a lower level. Cong should be put 

here, your parents are the oldest ones so you must put them on the top, here. And 

your younger brother is the youngest so he is drawn at the lowest level. Do you 

remember? 

Cong: No, my parents are not the oldest but my grandparents. 

Teacher: Ah, your grandparents live with your family, don’t they? So you put 

them on the top, then your parents.    

Strong beliefs in cultural and language heritage 

Being a minority with a strong sense of identity, the Hmong are very concerned 

about losing their own culture and language. It was explicated that each Hmong informant 

grew up with a strong sense of responsibility for not only their clan and family but also 

the preservation of their culture and language. The responsibility for culture and language 

preservation was reportedly formed through three different cohesive educational 

channels. The first was through family based teaching. Generally, Hmong men were 

taught their mother’s folk songs. Cultural knowledge was also instilled through teaching 

and advice from parents, grandparents and community elders. It is considered necessary 

for Hmong boys to know how to perform worship rituals, sung poetry and the Qeej 

instrument. For Hmong girls, it is considered very important that they are able to do 

housework and complex embroidery.   

Culture and language preservation were also transmitted through clan based 

teaching, another important channel promoting the Hmong sense of responsibility and 

solidarity. Clan customs, mutual support and protection as well as pride were usually 

taught to youth at clan meetings. Each clan had an annual one-day meeting, usually in 

lunar July or August. There, unwritten clan customs, rules and standards were shared.  A 
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final source of culture and language transmission involved village based teaching. In a 

village, many interest groups including those pertaining to embroidery, hunting, cattle 

grazing, wood collecting, water fetching and Qeej playing were organized. In each group, 

knowledgeable and skillful members instructed and supported the others. A close 

interlink among these teaching channels strengthened the cultural knowledge and Hmong 

identity of youth. Strong Hmong beliefs in their own cultural heritage are further 

enhanced by their rather isolated pattern of settlement and selective adaptive strategies in 

economic development. In the view of some Bac Ha and Quan Ba educators, such strong 

Hmong attachments to cultural heritage obstructed the process of putting into practice the 

knowledge learned at school. A deputy-headmaster of a Quan Ba primary school stated: 

Through their visits to students’ families, my staff realized that their students did 

not apply what they were taught in the school, like moral behaviors, individual 

hygiene, etc. into life. They persisted in their traditions and their own living style. 

Hence, the results we had expected were unattainable… 

In contrast, the Hmong community tended to see the knowledge and skills that their 

children acquired from school as necessary requirements for life in a modern society. 

They promoted parallel systems of learning. And in their view, the learning of ethnic 

traditions, customs and rituals were very important. A Hmong 14-year-old male student in 

a focus group discussion in Bac Ha said:  

…In school, the teachers teach us scientific knowledge so that we can make our 

living by putting it into the agricultural production. At home, our parents teach us 

how to behave, how to work, how to learn ethnic rituals. My parents tell me that 

whatever high position in the society I may hold, and wherever I live, I have to 

follow our traditions and customs when coming back home. Being Hmong, we 

must know Hmong rituals. Being Hmong, we are also responsible for preserving 

our culture... 

The learning of Hmong students was recognized to be challenged when the teaching 

process was conducted with very limited cooperation with the Hmong community and 

educators lacked effective strategies to engage parents and the community in school 

activities. As a result, the existing teaching and learning processes were often irrelevant to 

the Hmong in terms of curriculum, teaching methods and the broader educational 

environment.  
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DISCUSSION 

Although minority groups account for more than 14% (Census, 2009) of 

Vietnam’s population, research on minority status and its impact on the education of 

minority children in Vietnam remains limited. Particularly, there have been few studies 

addressing the disproportionately poor academic performance of the Hmong in 

Vietnamese schools. The present study provides several initial findings on these largely 

unexamined issues. The World Bank (2009) highlighted substantial differences in 

educational performance between the majority (Kinh) and minorities and concluded that 

the government’s educational policies have not been able to close the gap. Furthermore, a 

number of previous studies on the majority-minority gap in academic achievement 

suggested that the poor academic performance of ethnic minority students has been 

attributed to a lack of parental support and familial poverty associated with language 

deficiency (Nguyen, 2009) as well as to the poor implementation of education policies 

aimed at minorities (Truong, 2011). Our results are consistent with these findings.  

A significant contribution from our research is its examination of the role of 

power differentials between ethnic groups in Vietnam in contributing to the achievement 

gap experienced by Hmong students. In the educational system, local languages and 

cultures tend to be overlooked and rarely mainstreamed in schools. Accessibility to the 

right to have a quality education is obstructed because of the shortage of a relevant and 

inclusive curriculum as well as good learning environments. The participation of 

minorities is usually challenged by such barriers as language differences, concepts alien 

to their cultural frames of reference, irrelevant teaching and treatment by educators (Gay, 

2010; Nieto, 2010; Cummins, 2001). These systemic factors have been presumed to have 

relatively equal effects on ethnic minorities by many policy makers and scholars, but our 

study argues that the impact of these may differ in relation to the social status of 

particular ethnic minority groups. There is a great variation in schooling of minority 

students in Vietnam. Among the 53 minorities, the Hmong are usually reported to have 

the lowest academic performance. This research study posits that Hmong students’ lower 

performance is shaped by their minority status in the community and within the 

educational system. The Hmong have a subordinated position to other groups in 

Vietnamese society and this subsequently orients many Hmong to be isolated, resistant, 

self-protective and closed in their engagement in public life, and particularly in 

educational institutions. There are several possible explanations for such a pattern of 
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responses including: (i) the history of the Diaspora; (ii) geographical disadvantage, (iii) a 

lack of political and socio-economic power; (iv) and the role of a lineage and clan based 

culture. The psychology of being part of a Diaspora may cause the Hmong to accept their 

settlement in socioeconomically disadvantaged areas, and this perpetuates stereotypes 

about them that further exacerbate their how social status in Vietnamese society. They 

may respond to this unequal social treatment by separating themselves from the broader 

Vietnamese society and focusing their lives within their own community.  

In summary, their minority status substantially contributes to the low self-esteem 

many Hmong students feel in mainstream educational institutions. This feeling of 

inferiority is manifested through a self-recognition of being more disadvantaged in both 

social life and schooling than their peers, a loss of optimism about employment 

opportunities, cautiousness and resistance to new cultural practices, and strong beliefs in 

maintaining their cultural and language heritage. Their self-image of inferiority is further 

reinforced through a low Vietnamese language proficiency, low academic achievement 

and difficulties in finding employment. These circumstances are accepted by many 

students with resignation, withdrawal, self-blaming and oppositional responses, which 

further disempowers them to attempt social and educational transformations. This sense 

of inferiority in the broader Vietnamese society is additionally internalized by the 

stereotype of their subordinated culture and status carried by most educators in the the 

school system. It is also exposed in the perceptions, attitudes and behaviors of teaching 

staff, administrators and peer students from the other ethnic groups towards the Hmong. 

According to Ogbu (1987), students’ learning and advancement is obstructed when their 

teachers are not sympathetic towards their living conditions or tend to have lower 

expectations for them. Taylor (1994) asserts that a revision of the images of inferiority 

among the oppressed is needed in order to bring about social transformation and enhance 

the educational status of minority group members. This study has shown that these 

circumstances can be changed by promoting trust and respect in social relationships 

through authentic recognition in both social and educational institutions. Particularly, 

with the Hmong who possess strong beliefs in their cultural and language heritage, the 

recognition of their culture and language in the teaching and learning process could play 

an indispensable role in helping to improve their disproportionately poor academic 

performance. Incorporating the Hmong language and culture in the classroom would help 

promote a learning environment in which Hmong students are empowered to actively, 
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openly and equally interact with their peers and teachers in the classroom 

(UNESCO&UNICEF, 2007).  

Conclusion 

In a culturally diverse society, minority status influences the extent of effective 

participation of an ethnic group in public life and affairs and subsequently affects the 

schooling of the children of this group. In the Hmong case, it is strongly argued that a 

radical improvement in political participation and socio-economic power will result in a 

substantial improvement in their status in Vietnamese society. This can only be achieved 

once there is a mechanism of recognition. An authentic recognition effectively revises the 

image of inferiority of an ethnic group in the broader society. On one hand, it ensures 

respect for the unique identities of each individual and his/her group within a 

multicultural community. On the other, it extends to the claim of the minority’s self-

image that underlies the self-respect and self-confidence for the identity of its group and 

members (Taylor, 1994). Our study shows that school is one possible site for increased 

political and social engagement. The educational setting can play a significant role in 

improving social status and in enhancing the self-image of minority group members. For 

this to occur, the curriculum and pedagogy at least need to be designed in a culturally 

responsive manner and educators should recognize and value Hmong students’ language, 

and cultural identity in the education process. Not less importantly, schools need to 

develop effective strategies to promote Hmong parents’ and community’s participation in 

school activities. Along with school, changes also need to occur in Hmong political 

representation and in economic life – particularly enhanced access to employment 

opportunities. Accordingly, a mechanism of increased Hmong and other minority group 

recognition is strongly recommended to be set up so as to create space for real autonomy 

and effective participation in the decision making process, and policy elaboration. The 

research findings suggest several useful implications for both educators and policy 

makers in Vietnam in developing and implementing policies to improve the achievement 

and social status of the Hmong and all ethnic groups in Vietnamese society.  
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