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Abstract 

As part of the 2019 PAPI Report, this addendum looks at perceptions of access to higher 
education. Given recent university admission scandals, the survey asked questions about the 
perceived fairness of access to higher education. Overall, the results reveal that citizens have a 
positive perception of fairness surrounding the university admission process and the value of 
higher education. Furthermore, most did not think university was exclusively for the wealthy. 
With that said, those with the most experience of the university entrance process expressed the 
greatest concern at its fairness. While an estimated more than 85 percent of citizens without a 
university degree thought the exam process was fair, the number fell to an estimated 69 percent 
for those who have completed tertiary level. Importantly, these respondents did not believe 
university was exclusively for the rich and that access was relatively equitable in terms of income. 
However, they expressed concern regarding the integrity of the entrance process relative to 
those who had never undertaken it. 

Citizens’ Perspective of Access to Higher Education 

Another issue of concern for the government in 2019 was fair access to higher education. It 
follows the arrest of officials in 2018 for manipulating scores of university entrance exams. In 
response, the Ministry of Education and Training instituted a number of additional security 
measures for the tests.1 This is of concern given that the quality and integrity of higher education 
is consistently mentioned as one of the major impediments to Viet Nam’s continued economic 
growth.2  

In this context, the 2018 PAPI findings reported a drop in satisfaction with education. Although 
PAPI is primarily concerned with primary education, one possible reason for this decline was the 
possibility that perceptions of the education sector as a whole were impacted by entrance exam 
scandals in higher education in 2018.3 Therefore, one area of focus in the 2019 PAPI was to look 
at perceptions of access to higher education. This is important, because as the 2019 survey 
revealed, 97 percent of respondents said they wanted their children to go to university. Given 
the widespread desire for access to higher education, any perceived unfairness could undermine 
confidence in the education system.  

 
1 See Vietnam News (20 July 2018). Education Official arrested in Ha Giang exam cheating scandal. 
Available at https://vietnamnews.vn/society/462240/education-official-arrested-in-ha-giang-exam-
cheating-scandal.html. Accessed 23 January 2020. 
2 See World Education News + Reviews (8 November 2017). Education in Vietnam. Available at 
https://wenr.wes.org/2017/11/education-in-vietnam. Accessed 23 January 2020. 
3 See Vietnam News (25 July 2018). Examining fallout of high school exam scandal. Available at 
https://vietnamnews.vn/opinion/op-ed/462550/examining-fallout-of-high-school-exam-scandal.html. 
Accessed 23 January 2020. 

https://vietnamnews.vn/society/462240/education-official-arrested-in-ha-giang-exam-cheating-scandal.html
https://vietnamnews.vn/society/462240/education-official-arrested-in-ha-giang-exam-cheating-scandal.html
https://wenr.wes.org/2017/11/education-in-vietnam
https://vietnamnews.vn/opinion/op-ed/462550/examining-fallout-of-high-school-exam-scandal.html
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With that in mind, the 2019 PAPI survey asked a series of questions pertaining to perceptions of 
the fairness of entrance exams as well as accessibility and utility of a university degree. As Table 1 
shows, in general citizens were quite satisfied with the access and quality of higher education. Vast 
majorities thought the university entrance exams were fair, universities were accessible to those 
who desired to enter this tertiary level of education, and that university degrees were valuable.  

Table 1: Perceptions of Fairness of Access to Higher Education, 2019 

Evaluation Criteria Don't Agree Somewhat Agree Agree 
University Entrance Exam Fair 4.99% 9.05% 85.95% 
University Accessible if One Tries 1.45% 3.98% 94.57% 
University Degrees Valuable 3.54% 9.01% 87.45% 

The survey also asked a series of questions pertaining to the relationship between wealth and 
the ability to gain access to university. This is important because the scandals involving university 
entrance exams pertained to relationships between officials, those attempting to pass the test, 
and parents of test-takers. Table 2 shows more citizens thought university was easier for children 
of wealthy families to access. At the same time, the majority still thought it was possible for 
children from all walks of life to enter university.   

Table 2: Wealth and Access to University, 2019 

Evaluation Scales Wealth Not Required for University Entrance 
Strongly Disagree 14.57% 
Disagree 7.81% 
Neither Agree nor Disagree 2.16% 
Agree 8.01% 
Strongly Agree 67.46% 

However, an important consideration is whether perceptions differ in line with education system 
experiences. Indeed, in the PAPI sample, only an estimated 15 percent of citizens had at least 
some post-secondary education and 85 
percent had never entered university. It is 
entirely possible that perceptions about 
fairness depend on experiences with the 
entrance exam. Figure 1 shows a striking 
difference, with those who have never 
experienced a university entrance exam 
expressing the greatest confidence in its 
fairness. Citizens who have taken the test 
have a much dimmer view of the process, 
with less than 70 percent of those with 
tertiary degrees (including university, 
college and professional training degrees) 
expressing confidence in its fairness, 
compared to more than 85 percent who 
have never experienced university 
entrance exam procedures. 

Figure 1: Perceptions of Fairness in University Entrance Exams  
by Education Level, 2019 
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A different picture emerges when 
examining the role of wealth in 
determining access to education. 
As Figure 2 shows, the less 
educated believed wealth played a 
role, even after accounting for 
levels of wealth. Regarding wealth, 
there is a weaker relationship 
between income and concerns 
with equitable access. What this 
suggests is least educated citizens 
felt university was for the rich to a 
greater degree than the wealthy or 
educated.  

Overall, these findings suggest that 
citizens have a positive perception 
of the fairness of the university 
admission process and value of university. Furthermore, most do not think university is 
exclusively for the wealthy. With that said, those who have the most experience with the 
university entrance process expressed the greatest concern with its fairness. While they did not 
believe university is exclusively for the rich and access is relatively equitable in terms of income, 
they expressed concern regarding the integrity of the entrance process relative to those who 
never experienced it. 
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Figure 2: Percentage of Citizens Saying Wealth Not Necessary for University 
Entrance, 2019 
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