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ABSTRACT

This study explores factors contributing to the career advancement of four
Vietnamese women, who have been appointed to be Rectors® at selected public
universities in Vietnam, where they are minority in senior ranks. Its intention is to seek
a preliminary understanding of how women become leaders in higher education in the
context of Vietnam by documenting these four Vietnamese women’s successful
journeys to gain the top leadership position in their institutions and what they have
experienced in their time as leaders and as women.

While female students in Vietham have made up more than half of college and
university enrolling population in recent years (Nghia, 2009), only three women
currently occupy the position of Rector in public universities; and historically, no more
than seven Vietnamese women have done so in the total of more than one hundred
public universities in Vietnam. Because of such a small number, knowledge about
tangible personal experiences of those few successful women has remained distant from
the literature on women leaders in higher education in general.

This study fills in parts of an unexplored space by making visible the
experiences of over half of that small group of Vietnamese women Rectors by applying
a multi-case qualitative case study, which involved in in-depth interviews
complemented by field observations, and documentary data. Since this study is about
women in an area, where male practices dominate and where women’s experiences have
been largely ignored, feminist standpoint epistemology has been used to build an

accurate and authentic understanding about women’s problems. The aim in this research

1 a position similar to that of Vice-Chancellor or University President in other contexts.
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then, is that it should start from what women themselves have experienced in concrete
situations; and feminist standpoint epistemology offers a reasonable theoretical
framework to make sense the practices of four participating women Rectors.

The analysis of journeys to the top of women participants revealed a number of
characteristics, some of which were not new and could be found in elsewhere, but others
only pertained to these Vietnamese women and in the distinctive Vietnamese setting.
Their taking up of the top decision-making position had been achieved in a special
context, where women were seen as being capable of aspiring only to second-in-
command duties, which aligns with long-held cultural and social beliefs of women
being one division below men as heads of households and bread winners, where the
women’s role resides in bearing and nurturing children and with a duty to support of
their husbands in work and in careers above their own.

The contributions of this research is that, within its scope, it (i) makes the
experiences of senior women leaders in higher education in Vietnam visible by
presenting a general picture of the first generation of women Rectors at selected public
universities in Vietnam based on what was gained directly from them; (ii) locates the
experiences of women participants within the uniqueness of Vietnam to understand how
their journeys to the top occurred in the social, political, economic and cultural
structures in the context of Vietnam; and (iii) provides a new and perhaps a truthful
understanding of the situation of senior women leaders in higher education in Vietnam
from the very own perspectives of a group of Vietnamese women university Rectors
who have experienced this phenomenon.

Since women are marginalised in senior ranks in higher education in Vietnam,
examining the journeys to the top of those four women Rectors not only benefits

themselves as women participants have a chance to reflect their own career paths; to
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share, to contrast and compare their own experiences but also helps increase the number
of women in this field. This study would serve as a source to encourage and support
other Vietnamese women, who are currently in entry level administrative positions to
work aiming at senior leadership positions. In addition, it would assist educators,
administrators, and consultants, even sitting college and university leaders in Vietnam
to review administrative structures and design leadership interventions with a view to
increasing the role of women in university management.

In a larger scale, the experiences of four Vietnamese participating women
Rectors may contribute a new aspect to the current understanding of gender in global
higher education leadership across the very different political, cultural, social and

economic contexts.
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Prologue: My story

The aim of this research is to provide an understanding of the experiences of
senior Vietnamese women leaders in higher education with reference to women Rectors
at selected public universities in Vietnam. The study has sought to examine how four
Vietnamese women have successfully moved up on the top decision-making position in
selected public universities by investigating the influential factors including education
and personal backgrounds, career path, opportunities and leadership practices that may
contribute to those women’s successes. | am using this prologue to detail my personal
background and experiences, and my standpoint, which | believe will give an insight
into some aspects of women’s lives in contemporary Vietnam. This opening also
provides the reader with some brief information about me, a Vietnamese woman, a
learner and a research student, and the choice that have led me on a doctoral journey to
this thesis.

I am a Vietnamese woman, who lives in Vietnam and has worked in the higher
education sector in Vietnam since 1996. Eight years ago, | could hardly believe that |
would leave my country and my family one more time to continue my higher education
in Australia. The change in culture, the different social life and the homesickness that |
had previously experienced in this country when | was a masters student should have
kept me in Vietnam. However, personal observations and the experience during my
education and working process left me with more thought-provoking questions. As a
Vietnamese woman, who has always been given opportunities to have a decent
education and to improve knowledge in life and in career, in my mind, | have always
obsessed with finding out why there have been few women, who are faculty members

and senior administrators in Vietnam's colleges and universities and how that minority
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of women have achieved decision-making positions in their institutions. That personal
passion combines with circumstances happening in my own life that made me return to
Australia to continue my study. The meaning and personal significance this thesis has
been the motivation, and the major source of strength, courage and determination to
help me overcome the difficulties not only in my education and my career, but also in
my life.

| am the eldest daughter in the family. My parents were married in 1972 in
Hanoi, in the North of Vietnam, and one year later, | was born. My younger sister joined
us two years after.

After graduating from a university in Vietnam in 1968, my father became a
lecturer at an engineering college for a short time before moving to work for the
Ministry of Education and Training [MOET] until he retired in 2005. My father did the
best he could in his career. He once held the positions of Deputy Chief of Minister’s
Office, Deputy Director General and finally, Acting Director General of the Department
of Planning and Finance.

My mother used to be a worker. She did not go to university simply because this
opportunity was not available for her. After graduating high school, my mother became
a worker in a glass factory. My mother’s job was extremely demanding and travel was
difficult. I remember she had to wake up early in the morning, at four o’clock and ride
on a bike for nearly one hour to her workplace, which was very far from our house. My
mother retired in the early 1990s due to her heavy workload. She was willing to stay at
home and take care of housework while the three of us were working and studying. | am
close to my mother. She is my best friend. I can tell her everything even when | am

married. | have had the feeling that I am always small to her. Though in my family, my



father is the person, who has a strong influence on my life, my education and my career
orientation, my mother also has contributed greatly to my upbringing.

From their own experiences, both my parents learnt that an educated person
could achieve success in his or her life. Thus, in my family, education always had been
the first priority. They encouraged, nurtured and supported me and my sister to pursue a
dream of obtaining a university degree, because they knew that this would be a
foundation for our future success. As a result, both my sister and | passed the national
entrance examinations and went to universities'. I followed in my father’s footsteps to
work for the MOET after graduation in 1996 as a junior official of Higher Education
Department. In 2004, after several years working in a design institute, my sister also
moved to work with me in the MOET, but in a different department.

I was married in early 2000. At the end of that year, my daughter was born. |
was lucky because my husband supports me unconditionally in my career. He hardly
ever complains whenever | come home late from work. More than once, he told me that
he has always had positive thoughts that | could assume a more important responsibility
in my department.

At the MOET, people have often said that | resembled my father and have his
characteristics; that 1 am honest and dedicated to my job. | was willing to learn from

other colleagues and senior officials to strengthen my ability. Gradually, | had gained

Yn Vietnam, at present, to be offered a place in universities, candidates must take one of four national
groupings of university admission exams depending on their choices. There are four fixed groups of
subjects: Group A including Mathematics, Physics, Chemistry [e.g. for students of engineering, computer
science, physics]; Group B: Mathematics, Biology, Chemistry [e.g. for students of medicine and biology];
Group C: Literature, History, Geography [e.g. for students of social sciences and humanities] and Group
D: Literature, Foreign Language, Mathematics [e.g. for students of foreign trade, foreign languages, either
in education, translation, or interpretation].
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the trust of the leaders in my department. | was given favourable conditions such as
taking part in seminars, conferences, and short training courses in Vietnam and abroad
to improve myself in the MOET’s working environment. As my job was related to
universities and colleges in Vietnam, | was appointed to take part in some key projects
to learn more about higher education management. In all that time, | had never thought
about the advancement in my career. My goal was to do my best in my position to
demonstrate that I was qualified to work in this place; and I did not rely on my father’s
influence. My father was a righteous person. He would never use his authority to ask for
help if I was not a capable official.

In 2002, | was offered a place to study at the University of Queensland [UQ)],
Australia for eighteen months to get a master degree under the sponsorship of the
Atlantic Philanthropies Foundation®. | hesitated to accept the offer because my daughter
was only one year old then. My parents, especially my father advised me to take this
chance. At first, my husband did not enjoy the fact that | would study abroad for this
long. He believed in my ability and encouraged me to broaden my knowledge, but he
did not expect me to go to Australia when our daughter was so small. He was convinced
by my parents with their promise to help him look after my daughter. In the first months
in Australia, | suffered from cultural change, the loneliness and homesickness.
Eventually, | got used to the student life here. However, from January 2002 to July
2003, | had to travel six times from Vietnam to Australia. At the completion of my

master program, my father mentioned a doctoral degree. |1 was grateful for this

2 The Atlantic Philanthropies [AP] is a private foundation created in 1982 by US businessman Charles F.
"Chuck" Feeney. The Atlantic Philanthropies grant-supports health and social projects in Australia [UQ is
one of the key benefactors], Bermuda, Northern Ireland, Republic of Ireland, South Africa, the United
States and Viet Nam. Source from http://en.wikipedia.org retrieved on May 26™ 2010.
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suggestion but I was thinking also of my husband’s sacrifice for the last eighteen
months. | decided to be with him and my daughter to support him in expanding his
architecture office. So as to make my father feel satisfied, |1 promised him that | would
get this terminal degree at the right time. Actually, at that time, | did not know when my
right time would come, and | also was not sure that | could make another of my father’s
wishes become true. | returned to Vietnam at the end of July 2003 and continued to
work for the Higher Education Department of the MOET.

In late 2005, a woman was appointed to be the general director of my
department. She was the first woman in this position since the establishment of the
MOET. Before this historical appointment, there were only a few women who were
being appointed to senior administrative positions such as Rectors/Directors® in some
universities, academies and colleges in Vietnam. As a part of my department, | had a
chance to work either directly or indirectly with all those senior women leaders. | saw
their achievements as well as the challenges they met as leaders and as women. |
gradually came to respect their success, their knowledge, their determination in the job
and the balance they had between their careers and their families. | truly admired them.
I did not expect that later, this admiration would lead me to a research process and a
thesis about them.

In 2006, suddenly, there was a rumour that | was unofficially considered as one

of the candidates, who had the potential to be promoted in my department. I did not

3 In my thesis, terms “President”, “Vice-Chancellor”, “Rector” and “Director” are used interchangeably
depending on the word used in the original works in different contexts such as “President” in the US,
“Vice-Chancellor” in the UK, Australia or Hong Kong. In Vietnam, the English translation of “hiéu
truong” at colleges and universities is “Rector” and “gidm déc” in equivalent academies is “director”.
Those English versions of this position in Vietnam have been used in the book titled “Vietnam Education
and Training Directory”, which was first introduced in 1995 and revised in 2000 in English version edited
by the Department of International Cooperation of the MOET.
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know from where this idea had come, but it had both negative and positive impacts on
me. In terms of the negative, all the colleagues paid more attention to me. They
observed my relationship with others and the results of my tasks. | felt terribly
uncomfortable as if their eyes followed me everywhere. They became envious. | was
embarrassed by them. Obviously, in their minds, the fact that | did my best in my
position and had never thought about going up was unusual. They assumed that | was
silently preparing to accumulate this good fortune and look for a future promotion. In
the positive side, | started to think consciously about my future career. Up until then, |
had never seriously taken a minute to think about where | was and how | had become
the person | am today. Spiritually, | relied very much on my father’s expectations and
advice. Being considered as the role model for my younger sister, | always thought that
what | have done so far was what my father expected from me and | would feel guilty if
I did not fulfil his wishes. I discovered that I had never included myself in decision-
making processes connected directly to my career. | had never thought about my own
professional desires. Whether accidentally or intentionally, the rumour had helped me to
define who | was and who | would become in the future. | want to go up in my career. |
want to become a successful woman in my career. | want to prove my ability if | have
an opportunity. My goal now is to be recognised as an effective female administrator,
who would hold an important position in my department in the future.

At the end of that year, another serious incident happened to my life. My father
had a heart attack. He had to undergo an emergency cardiovascular intervention. We
were all shocked because my father used to play sport and lead a healthy life. Seeing
him lying in the hospital, | was nervous. We felt fortunate that the operation was

successful, but my father’s health became unstable. Potential heart attacks can happen
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unpredictably. I remembered my father’s suggestion urging me to continue and study
for a doctoral degree when I finished my master’s course. I also thought of my own
aspirations in my career. Now | understood how important it was when following my
father to work for the MOET, as he said once to me “if your education continues to
increase, more opportunities will come to you™. | was afraid of a possibility that my
father would never see me being successful in my education as well as in my career
with a doctorate.

I decided this was my right time to pursue further study for a doctoral degree. |
acknowledged that getting this degree might not be a guarantee for a promising position
in my career, but it would prepare me if and when it was needed. Moreover, my
decision was a positive remedy for my father’s health problem. I could realise my
father’s wish with powerful hopes that his condition would be stable, letting him see my
career grow. At first, | intended to continue my education in Vietnam, to have time to
look after my family and to be close to my parents; but after all things had been
considered, Australia was my choice. Firstly, education in Australia is better than in
Vietnam both in theory and practice. | had experienced this advantage when | was a
graduate student here. Secondly, I could spend all my time to focus on my study as a
full time student, and make my education journey shorter instead of dividing my time
between my job and my learning. Thirdly, | had lived eighteen months in this country
before. So far, it was my longest time abroad. Though | had to struggle to get used to
living there, | reasoned that | was now older and more experienced. While | was not
sure that | could meet all of these challenges, I still had a strong commitment from my

husband. He agreed with my decision. My husband could not go with me to Australia

* Néu con cang hoc cao thi co héi sé dén véi con nhiéu hon
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because of his job, but he promised me he was going to see me whenever | needed him.
| also had the strong support of my parents-in-law. The only concern was my parents,
but I was happy that they moved to live near my younger sister’s family. She agreed to
take care of them while | was away. So | brought my daughter with me. She was seven
years old. Lam® was an independent and sensitive girl. | want Lam to share the same
opportunities with me: to access a good quality education and to open her world to the
international culture. I hope that in the future, by remembering those days and by
reading this thesis, Lam can understand why my husband and | always repeat my
father’s words to expect the best education for her. I want to encourage my daughter in
this way to nurture a desire to study hard in whatever subjects she chooses and to be a
decent, diligent and successful person she can become wherever she lives.

In August 2007, | returned to Australia to start my Doctor of Education program
at Griffith University in Queensland. It was harder than | thought to do two jobs; a
mother and a research student at the same time. 1 also had problems with my health that
distracted me at times. However, nothing could stop me now. | understood the purpose
and the price of being away from my family and my country. Owing to what happened
in my life and my career, owing to my family’s deep support, I overcame the
difficulties. With those help, | was persevering in my educational journey to obtain a

doctoral degree; and here is my study.

® Lam is my daughter’s name.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

1.1 Background of the study

After the World Conference on Higher Education, held in Paris in October
1998, resolutions were made to promote women’s participation at all levels in all
disciplines, in which women were under-represented, especially, “to enhance their
active involvement in decision-making positions”. In the last two decades, further
efforts have been carried out to improve women'’s role in higher education leadership
worldwide®. Though more women have assumed decision-making positions in colleges
and universities, the increase has been not been at expected levels, especially in Asian
countries where the available numbers of women in senior are considerably lower than
in the West. The proportion of women Executive Heads’ in South Asian universities
such as in India and Pakistan have comprised no more than 10 percent (Singh, 2008). In
2006, there were only four women Presidents in the total of seventy three national
universities in mainland China (Tsang & Zhang, 2006). In its history, Hong Kong has
had only one woman Vice-Chancellor (Tsang & Zhang, 2006).

A considerable amount of literature identifies the impediment of a proverbial
“glass ceiling”® that deters women from moving up to senior leadership positions in

higher education. References to a “bamboo ceiling” (Vo & Strachan, 2008, p. 13) could

® Among those, the National Colloquium for Senior Women Executives and the Australian Technology
Network Women’s Executive Development Program (ATN WEXDEYV), a consortium of five leading
Australian universities including Curtin University of Technology; Royal Melbourne Institute of
Technology University; Queensland University of Technology; University of South Australia; University
of Technology are examples of well organised, enthusiastic and effective contexts, which works on the
issue of under-representation of women in senior university management. Source from
http://www.universitiesaustralia.edu.au/database/ retrieved on April 26™ 2010.

" Equivalent to vice-Chancellors in Australia

® This term has been thought to have first been used to describe the invisible barriers that impede the
career advancement of women in the American workforce in an article by Carol Hymowitz and Timothy
Schellhardt in the March 24" 1986 edition of the Wall Street Journal (Baker & Lightle, 2001).
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be applied to gender relations in Asian countries, in non-Western worlds. This ceiling
may involve similar barriers, for example, work-life conflict; women’s low career
aspirations, gender and workplace stereotypes. These and other aspects such as an
unwelcoming academic culture shaped around masculine values may continue to be
obstacles preventing women from achieving senior administrative positions in higher
education worldwide. But, what is not known, however, is how these obstacles are
generated by local cultures, politics and how social gender relations impact on the
prospects of senior women leaders in Asian settings. How this problem is played out in

the context of Vietnam is the topic of this thesis.

1.2 The problem

While women make up two thirds of educational professionals in Vietnam, the
heads of educational institutions are usually men (Worldbank, 2006). According to Mai
(2007), recent statistics of the Department of Planning and Finance of the MOET show
that women comprise around 15 percent in the total Rectors, Deputy-Rectors and
Faculty Deans. In 2004, there were no women in these positions in ten out of the total
of fifty three public universities (Mai, 2007).

This study takes its shape from a consideration of Mai’s (2007) survey-based
research conducted on the role of women in university management, which is the most
recent among an extremely limited number of research articles, reports and studies
tapping on women in higher education in Vietham. Mai’s (2007) statistics were
revealing in that they documented current impediments to career advancement and
continuing shortage of women in university management. But an understanding of

personal experiences of women leaders as well as of why so few women move into
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senior positions in higher education in Vietnam goes beyond abstract survey figures and
statistical trends. This demanding task requires researchers and policy makers to
examine the real situations and tangible experiences of successful Vietnamese women
leaders in this area. To this end, my qualitative research study seeks to provide insights
into this issue. My research suggests an alternative way to view the issue of women in
university management in Vietnam by giving some texture and colour to necessary
statistical facts as they are detailed in surveys such as in Mai’s (2007) study.

Mai’s (2007) research has tapped into aspects of the place of women in higher
education but subjects of her study were women working at all levels of university
management. This research focuses only on a group of senior women leaders with
reference to four women university Rectors. The reason for this is that, unlike women at
other levels, those women have been the first among seven in Vietnam to have entered
the domain of Rector of a public university. As mentioned previously, the situation and
the practice of Vietnamese women university Rectors have remained a little noticed and
unaddressed area. While some aspects of higher education in Vietnam, for example,
university governance, cost and training quality, already have been investigated by
researchers (see, for example, Grant, Hayden, & Nghi, 2010; MOET, 2005, 2009;
Sloper & Can, 1995), it is now timely to examine the experiences of women, who have
involved in operating such missions, which would both add to a low data base on this
topic and also serve as a crucial avenue for women’s development given the existing
women’s under-representation in this field in Vietnam. My study was advised to deal

with these concerns.

1.3 Purpose of the study
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Starting from barriers preventing women from participating in university
management, where Mai’s (2007) survey research concludes, the purpose of this study
is to employ qualitative methods as a research tool to make the experiences of women in
higher education in Vietnam visible; by offering an understanding of four women
Rectors at selected public universities in their journeys to the top from their own voices.
The aim of the study is to:

e describe a range of factors that may have contributed to career success;
including, personal and family backgrounds, education and other influential
factors [people or circumstances] that helped them rise to the rectorship;

e discover some realities about their leadership, their operating styles and
operating methods these women used to lead their universities and
challenges that they may have gone through in their leadership positions;
and to

e examine their personal perspectives on women as leaders; and suggestions
or advice that might pass on to women seeking similar career paths.

Since the literature on the experiences of Vietnamese women university Rectors
is scarce, and given the ongoing women’s under-representation in the decision-making
positions in higher education in Vietnam, the results of this study may be used as
guidelines for other Vietnamese women in their attempts to reach a similar leadership

level.

1.3.1 Why public universities?
At present, colleges and universities in Vietnam are either public or private. The
reasons | chose to study on women Rectors in selected public universities are as

follows.
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Public universities play a fundamental role in higher education development in
Vietnam. In these institutions, infrastructure and regular operational expenses are
mostly funded by the Government. According to the latest college and university
planning scheme in Vietnam®, all fifteen key national universities in higher education
system are public universities. Although there has not been any official college and
university ranking in Vietnam, public universities are unofficially considered as
prestigious universities, or first tier higher institutions. This is because of their long
established history, as well as the quality of their training in comparison with non-public
universities, which have been booming since the beginning of 1990s. Obtaining a place
in a public university is seen as a pivotal step towards a successful career for any young
person in Vietnam. In the 2008-2009 academic year, public universities made up to 69
percent of the total of 146 universities in Vietnam, with approximate enrolments of one
point one million students™®.

The rector position in public universities in Vietnam had been a forbidden area
for women for quite a long time in their development history. Until recently, this
position was totally occupied by men. As mentioned earlier, of all college and
university Rectors, and in the history of Vietnam, the number of women including those
retired could be counted on two hands out of a total of more than one hundred public
universities™. The expansion of the public sector in higher education has indeed opened
avenues where a few women could become Rectors in certain public universities. It is

essential and meaningful to understand their experiences of being the first Viethamese

% Promulgated in accordance with the Decision of the Prime Minister on the approval of the college and
university planning scheme for 2006-2020. Decision no. 121/2007/QD-TTg, 27 July 2007.

19 Source from the Educational statistics in the 2008 -2009 academic year - MOET.

! Source from the Educational statistics in the 2008 -2009 academic year - MOET.
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1.4

women to become Rectors and to situate their accomplishments within the historical

contexts of Vietnamese society. This is the purpose of my study.

Research questions and procedures

To accomplish that aim, the central research question of this thesis was to gain
an understanding of how these women moved into rectorship. This would be done
through tapping the lived-experiences of a few successful women Rectors at selected
public universities in their journeys to the top. The following guiding questions were
developed to explore the central research question to ask:

1. What are the personal backgrounds of these women?

2. How they ascended to the top leadership position in their institutions?

3. What leadership practices of the women Rectors did they draw on to meet

challenges to their leadership?

4. What contribution they would save for other women working in higher

education, who aspired to senior leadership positions?

These questions were framed within feminist standpoint epistemology, which
claims to take women’s situated experiences as starting points for generating new
knowledge about the situations of women, for example, in male dominated areas and
professions. The cases of four women, who previously or currently have held the rector
position at selected public universities in Vietnam, were therefore investigated to secure
their standpoints as the first female Rectors in Vietnamese public universities. Based on
in-depth interviews, these women’s standpoints provided a rich description and
interpretation of the various factors affecting their career successes as they moved into

their rectorship from their own words. My aim was to be both objective and subjective;
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to uncover some of the accidental and intentional, subtle and overt factors influencing

those women’s lives, their career emergence and advancement.

1.5 Significance of the study

Contributing to human knowledge is the primary goal and the final value on
which research should be judged. The intention is for this study to ultimately contribute
to a better understanding of how women rise to high academic positions in the following
five ways.

Firstly, prior to this study, little was known about the experiences of senior
women leaders in higher education, including the progress of their careers and the
personal histories of these women, who became Rectors at public universities in
Vietnam. This topic has not been specifically explored in any academic articles or
research projects, conducted by either Vietnamese or by foreign authors. This study,
therefore, fills a gap in the literature, in which the practices of these women are missing.

Secondly, higher education in Vietnam faces a lack of women at all
administrative levels, especially, in the top decision-making positions. To maintain and
recruit more women, research is needed to focus on the practices and experiences of the
successful women in this realm. It can be said, as hooks (2000) argues, women must
share their experiences with those, who are in need, who are marginalised to give them
choices of how to end their subordinated situation. To do so, an agenda should be built
to gather Vietnamese women working in higher education to exchange their ideas and to
work from the examples of shared lived-experiences. The results of this study on the
experiences of four women Rectors at selected public universities will produce a useful

reference on the career advancement for other women in this field. It can be a source of
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encouragement for them to aspire at becoming senior women leaders. By understanding
what four women participants had gone through, other women may be more aware of
the skills and the expertise needed so as to develop their own plans to achieve similar
goals. Kolodny (2000) states that in order to increase the number of women in senior
higher education leadership, it is essential to produce a “critical mass” (p. 144) of
educated women to take leadership positions. Perhaps, women who have served as
senior leaders in this area can help understand the significance of Kolodny’s “critical
mass” by sharing their own experiences in research similar to mine.

Thirdly, given women’s ongoing under-representation in senior leadership
positions in higher education in Vietnam, the results of this study could also benefit
educators, administrators, and consultants in charge of designing future leadership
development interventions to increase the number of women in those positions.
Kolodny’s (2000) “critical mass” of educated women seems to be not enough. There is
also a need for critical acts and effective strategies. In order to formulate these policies,
it is important to hear what successful Vietnamese senior women leaders have actually
experienced in their career advancements and leadership positions, and in their own
words. This would avoid the use of generalisations as the foundation for laws and policy
reforms.

Fourthly, this study can contribute to literature on cases where the diversity of
women’s experiences in this field is investigated in local situations. Describing the
experiences of women leaders in Vietnam has the potential offer a more comprehensive
approach to the current understanding of gender within higher education leadership in

different social, cultural, political and economic contexts.
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Finally, it is hoped that this study may be used as a reference source for
comparative studies on a similar topic or future cross-cultural comparison in the fields

of higher education leadership, women’s studies and other related disciplines.

1.6 Thesis design

Outside of the prologue and this introduction, Chapter 2 reviews studies on
women leaders in higher education in the other context outside Vietnam. Because of the
critical shortage of literature on this issue in Vietnam, this review serves as a source of
references on a similar topic. Chapter 2 also supports an argument for feminist
standpoint epistemology as a valuable theoretical tool to study the topic from the points
of view of women who have been the first to have been university Rectors in Vietnam.

Chapter 3 presents the context of the study, which includes the social, cultural,
economic and political conditions of Vietnam. As well, this chapter describes the role of
Vietnamese women and their participation in the workforce and their current situation in
higher education leadership. The aim is to help the reader to obtain preliminary ideas
about Vietnam and its people; to better understand the environment in which this study
is conducted and where the lived-experiences of Vietnamese women participants in
their journeys to the Rectorship have been formed.

Chapter 4 details the methodological approach used to conduct this qualitative
study. A research process including choice of methodology, data collection and data
analysis is described. The four women participants are briefly introduced and the
technique of their selection is described. Also, the issue of how to guarantee the

validation of this research is discussed in relation to the technique used.
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Chapter 5, 6, 7 and 8 in turn portray individual stories of four women university
Rectors, who were willing to take part in this study. Each woman’s story is constructed
based on topics identified in prior researches in the literature, which are relevant to the
research questions as well. Those themes are related to their personal background,
education obtained, career path, and leadership practices.

Chapter 9 offers a data analysis in which the common themes derived from the
four stories are discussed based on a revision of the initial research questions. Two
domains are identified, those of becoming and being a woman Rector. Material from
the four Rector’s stories is analysed to ask: (a) what has made it possible for selected
women to prove that they could become Rectors and, (b) how did they prove themselves
as leaders once they had been appointed to the position? The analysis of these questions
is then reframed within the history and context of Vietnam, as described in Chapter 3.

Chapter 10 closes the thesis. Firstly, the study summarised, the purpose of the
study and how it is conducted are reaffirmed. The contribution of study to the theory
and practice about senior women leaders in Vietnam in particular and higher education
in general is then elaborated. While it is suggested these cases of women Rectors offer
examples of how higher level ranks are opened up for women to play key leadership
roles, generalisations can as yet not be taken too far from Vietnamese history and

context. A brief epilogue follows.
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Chapter 2: Review of literature

While the scope of this research was on senior Vietnamese women leaders in
higher education in Vietnam, the literature related to this issue is scant. The review in
this chapter, therefore, refers to knowledge on the similar topic developed in other
contexts to complement the understanding the topic of this study. The chapter comprises
of three sections. The first section offers an argument for feminist standpoint
epistemology as an appropriate theoretical approach to guide this study. Section two
provides an overview of women and leadership and the contribution of female leaders’
experiences in the leadership study. The final section takes up issues begun in Chapter 1
about studies of senior women leaders in higher education focusing particularly on

women university Presidents and Vice-Chancellors conducted in other contexts.

2.1  Feminism - a multi-faceted theory

Central to this study is a premise that the experience of Vietnamese women
university Rectors at selected public universities in Vietnam can be sought within a
feminist framework, since feminism addresses the issues of women directly. As Luke
(2001) states, while feminism can be criticised for its theorisation of a universal
category of women and global forms of women’s oppressions, it has for years “been
instrumental in excavating the local, it gives a voice to silenced and marginalized
identities and experiences” (p. 72). As such, feminism has been a catalyst for raising
awareness of ways women and men are treated differently, and where women often
encounter unequal life situations and opportunities.

Being developed from social and political movements that aimed at redefining

and defending equal opportunities for women, feminism now is a recognised social
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theory that has become more complex, multifaceted and has continued to evolve over
time. Feminism is not viewed in the same light, even among feminists (Beasley, 1999).
As hooks (2000) observes, it would seem that “a central problem with feminist
discourse has been our inabilities to either arrive at a consensus of opinion about what
feminism is or accept definition (s) that could serve as points of unification” (p. 17). In
general, feminist scholars are of the same mind in the recognition of women’s
subordinate status in society, but they are considerably different in seeing its sources
and what should be done to alter them (Jaggar, 2004). Consequently, there are number
of volumes, in which feminism is classified as “liberal”, “Marxist”, “socialist”,
“radical”, “postmodern”, “postcolonial” feminism among others (see, for example,
Jones & Jackson, 1998; Tong, 1998). There are also people, who have identified
themselves as certain types of feminist to express their particular points of view in
seeing and solving the problems of women’s subordination. Different situations ask for
different theoretical approaches to serve different purposes. The aim of this study is to
make visible the ignored experiences of a few Vietnamese women Rectors at selected
public universities in Vietnam by examining what they have experienced in their
journeys to the rectorship from their own voices. As a result, instead of in turn
describing in detail existing feminist theories, I will now argue that feminist standpoint
epistemology provides an appropriate theoretical framework that can be applied in

conducting this investigation.

2.2  Feminist standpoint epistemology

The intention in this section is to describe the emergence and aspects of feminist

standpoint epistemology. According to Harding (1989), feminist theory began by trying
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to extend and reinterpret the categories of various traditional theoretical discourses to
make women’s activities and gender relations more analytically visible in explanations
of human life. As traditional social theories had not been derived from women’s
experiences, applying women’s activities or gender relations to any theory based on
male experience could be a distortion of women’s realities (Harding, 1989). To avoid
this, global feminists had tried to establish their own methodological base that relies on
women’s personal and collective experiences as the foundation to make visible
women’s lives and feminist views of gender relations. Feminist standpoint epistemology
was the result of such process. Feminist standpoint epistemology places women at the
centre of the research process and claims to take women’s situated experiences as the
starting point, from which to build knowledge (Brooks, 2007). Feminist standpoint
scholars emphasise that in order to correct the exclusion of women both inside and
outside academia, we need to begin with women’s lives “as they themselves experience
them, in order to achieve an accurate and authentic understanding of what life is like for
women today” (p. 56). On another level, feminist standpoint epistemology also aims to
challenge researchers to critically understand society as a whole through accurate
description and analysis of the views of women. This is an important point in
considering subtle or unseen ways, in which females have been excluded from positions
of power.

In class societies, according to Marx, the dominant groups maintain their control
over a society by imposing their ideologies on it. Thus, in a given society, knowledge is
produced and controlled by the ruling classes and the interpretation of existing reality
reflects the interests and values of these privileged groups. This interpretation of reality,

therefore, will be distorted as the “suffering of the subordinate classes will be ignored,
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redescribed as enjoyment or justified as freely chosen, deserved, or inevitable” (Jaggar,
2004, p. 56)*. Vice versa, subordinate groups have to understand both their inferior
positions and the dominant groups’ practices because they have a greater wish to
understand why they are in oppressed position and have fewer interests to maintain and
justify the existing state of affairs in the society than the dominant groups. Therefore,
these standpoints of oppressed groups are objective and impartial since they have
represented the interests of society as a whole while the standpoints of the ruling classes
reflect the interests of a certain section of the population. Thus, starting from the
standpoints of the oppressed includes and is able to explain the standpoints of the ruling
classes (Jaggar, 2004).

Based on Marx’s concept of the “proletarian standpoint” (Lukécs, 1971; Marx,
1964), in which, the proletarian workers, by virtue of being oppressed and central to the
system of the capitalist mode of production, then were thought to be able to attain an
epistemic privilege of new knowledge to understand the whole society, feminist
standpoint scholars, in general, argue that women can actually produce better
knowledge about society due to their sex-class position (Hartsock, 1987). Dorothy
Smith (1987) states that women’s material situations [the situation of marginalised
group], invisible for a long time in the traditional culture [which is manufactured by the
those in positions of dominance, typically but not necessarily, men] provides a
distinctive epistemological perspective. This particular perspective is not only merely a
different perspective but also a privileged perspective for it makes it possible to

understand reality better, more complete and less distorted by recognising the partiality

12 These ideologies block the formulation of counter forms of knowledge, in the case of this thesis,
women’s understandings of how men rule in organisations and what it is like to be subordinate to men in
senior ranks of the organisation.
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of traditional dominant understandings. Harsock (1987) argues that women’s epistemic
advantage rests on the fact that they have better access to information and are in a better
position to see whose needs get better served and whose interests are ignored in the
family while men, because of their dominant position [in the family], have the privilege
of ignoring how their actions undermine the interests of others [of subordinates]. Since
women are in marginalised positions in sexual division of labour [the situation of an
oppressed group], they have an interest in revealing this truth rather than covering it.
Thus, women have no reason or motivation to misinterpret the reality. To understand
their subordinate position, to survive socially, women must understand and view their
own subordinate social status as well as that of the dominant group [of men] clearly,
accurately and unflatteringly. They are able to understand things both from the
perspectives of men [of the dominant group] and from the perspectives of their own [of
the marginalised group] and, to comparatively evaluate both perspectives. Therefore,
women’s judgements are closer to the real world and more scientifically creditable in
terms of objectivity. Feminist standpoint scholars refer to this as a “double vision” or
“double consciousness” (Brooks, 2007, p.63). On this point, Harding (2004b) believes
that “starting off research from women’s lives will generate less partial and distorted
accounts not only of women’s lives but also of men’s lives and of the whole social
order” (p. 128).

It is evident that women’s standpoints will not be the same, and they will vary to
some extent within different countries, according to the historical conditions in which
gender relations are socially structured. Having acknowledged that women themselves
occupy many different standpoints and experience many diverse social realities

(Hekman, 2004 cited in Brooks, 2007), feminist standpoint epistemologists have
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pondered how to incorporate women’s differences strategically and actively within the
research process (Brook, 2007). Harding (1993, 2004a) proposes several standpoints for
this discussion. Her first approach requires considering women’s different standpoints,
but at the same time stresses that some standpoints may generate more truthful,
objective knowledge claims than others. According to this author, the higher level of
oppression, the more objective its explanation as well as the views of the most
oppressed group of women will generate the most truthful and the most accurate
research findings. However, this approach depends on the researcher’s analysis and
critical evaluation to determine which social situation is likely to generate the most
objective knowledge claim (Brook, 2007). In a second approach, the same author calls
for a heightened attention to the differences and even the conflicts between and across
women’s standpoints. For example, “[f]leminist knowledge has started off from
women’s lives, but it has started off from many different women’s lives; there is no
typical or essential woman’s life from which feminisms start their thought” (Harding,
1993, p. 65). In this approach, Harding (2004a) emphasises that it is just the differences,
the diversity, and the conflicts between women’s experiences that help to develop
distinctive insight about social relations system in general. In her edited book titled
“The Feminist Standpoint Theory Reader: Intellectual and Political Controversies”
published in 2004, when mentioning to research findings on different groups of women
belonging to different classes, ethnicities, races and sexual orientations in their situated
settings, Sandra Harding claimed that accounts of this type “enable us to understand
how each oppressed group will have its own critical insights about nature and the larger
social order to contribute to the collection of human knowledge” (p. 9). This approach is

supported by other feminists (e.g. Haraway, 1991; Longino, 1999) when they assert that
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paying attention to either the distinctive experience of each woman or the diversity
among and between women’s experiences does not obstruct the capacity to build a new
knowledge. “In fact, it is precisely within the distinctive characteristics of a particular
standpoint or the uniqueness of a particular woman’s experience that we can hope to
find new knowledge” (Brooks, 2007, p.72). These points are taken up in the next

section.

2.3 Feminist standpoint epistemology as an appropriate theoretical

guidance

Obviously, women in Vietnam occupy similar situations with women in other
countries, where they are under-represented at senior ranks in higher education. When
conducting this research, | have found that there has been very little information
available on Vietnamese women in higher education. As well, a comprehensive study
relating to senior Viethamese women leaders in this field would now come to almost
nothing. There has been no single study or official statistics on this topic in Vietnam.
Maybe, because the experiences of those marginalised women are viewed as not
important by the Vietnamese patriarchal society’s dominant group [men], that type of
research is almost excluded from mainstream journals. The result of such gender
exclusivity is partiality and distortion in dealing with issues of gender in this area. Thus,
in examining the situation of senior women leaders in higher education in Vietnam,
starting research from the lives that those women actually have lived or from their
standpoints helps reduce bias and distortion. Their views are more truthful in
comparison with others since their insights are the legacy of which they have gone
through (Narayan, 2004). In the context of this study, the experience of a group of

women Rectors at selected public universities in Vietnam is used as a “starting point”
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2.4

for generating new knowledge to understand the situation of senior women leaders in
higher education leadership in the Vietnamese context. As well, starting from the
standpoints of groups that have been ignored enables the experiences of those groups to
become visible. Since Vietnamese women have been almost absent in the academic
debates on women leaders in higher education at all levels, feminist standpoint
epistemology gives the women participants in this study a voice in expressing their
experiences to echo with voices of women working in higher education in other
cultures.

Having outlined the theoretical apparatus underpinning my research, | will now
review relevant literature on leadership. This section begins with an examination of
women and leadership in general and extends to a focus on the situation of senior
women leaders in higher education in the international setting. However, before moving
to this part of the review, because this study is about women Rectors at selected public
universities in Vietnam, it is necessary to understand the position those women occupy.

In this regard, a possible confusion in terminology needs to be addressed.

Leadership or management?

In a recent Vietnamese study into women’s participation in the university
management in Vietnam, Mai (2007) used the term “qudn Ily” in Vietnamese or
“management” in English but not “lanh dao”, the term for “leadership”. Based on
definitions of leadership of Stogdill (1974), and management of Hersey and Blanchard
(1977), Mai states that these two concepts are somewhat similar in her research.
“[M]anagement is a concept, which includes leadership. Management is understood as

orienting process, decision making, directing, guiding, managing and monitoring
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individuals and other resources within organisations to achieve the setting goals™

(Mai, 2007, p.62). Between those two, management emerged later, around the turn of
the twentieth century with the arrival of industrialised societies while leadership can be
traced back to Aristotle’s time (Northouse, 2007). Leadership and management can be
seen having quite different functions with management providing order and consistency
to an organisation and leadership producing change and forward movement (Kotter,
1990). Although there were more scholars, who confirmed the differences between
management and leadership (e.g. Bennis & Nanus, 1985; Zaleznik, 1977 cited in
Northouse, 2007; Rost, 1991), these two constructs overlap (Northouse, 2007).
According to Northouse (2007), for example, both leadership and management involve
in working with people and effective goal accomplishment. When managers influence
others to achieve tasks, they are involved in leadership and vice versa, when leaders are
involving in planning, staffing, organising, and controlling, they are involved
management. Leadership and management are not the same things but the concepts are
sufficiently intertwined (J. Taylor & Machado, 2006). To be effective and prosperous,
organisations need to nourish both competent management and skilled leadership
toward goals achievement (Kotter, 1990). In this thesis, | use the term “ldnh dao” in
Vietnamese, which means “leadership” in English and have focused my investigation
around this notion. My aim is not to justify whether Mai’s use of these concepts or mine
are more appropriate in the context of Vietnam but to confirm that we treat the roles of
leaders and managers similarly and do not emphasise the differences between them. A

change in usage may be seen in the fact that, the term “/anh dao” or “leadership” was

B Quan 1y dwoc ding nhu mot khai ni¢m, trong dé bao ham khdi ni¢m lanh dao. Quan Iy duoc hiéu nhu
qua trinh dinh huoéng, ra quyét dinh, chi dao, diéu hanh, giam sat cac ca nhan thanh vién, va cac nguon
luc khéc trong to chuc, nham dat cac muc dich de ra (trang 62).
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2.5

used by all of the women Rectors participated in this study when describing their
responsibilities at their institutions. It is on this point that | turn to analysis of literature

on women and leadership.

Women and leadership

Feminist movements since 1970s have strongly influenced traditional theories
and practices including leadership study by making women’s activities and experiences
become more visible in this account. The issue of gender adds a distinct facet to
leadership study.

In conditions, where most leaders were men, the ideas of leadership were
primarily defined from male perspectives, with leadership research being mostly
conducted for men and by men (Middlehurst, 1997). Relations between men and women
then became, as discussed above, an accepted element of a dominant ideology so as
“(t)he languages of leadership has masculine connotations, images of leaders are often
male heroes (Great Men) and popular contexts for leadership encompass traditionally
masculine scenarios. Common perceptions of appropriate leadership behaviours also
carry stereotypically masculine overtones” (Middlehurst, 1997, p. 13). When it comes to
the problem of gender and leadership, women were early described as ineffective
leaders as they were seen as lacking leadership characteristics (S. M. Brown, 1979). If
women want to succeed, they had to model men’s behaviour in their leadership
positions (Hennig & Jardim, 1977). The presence of women in leadership positions over
the last three decades have not only transformed that stereotype of the powerlessness of
women, but also been a catalyst for the research interest in the study of women leaders

with questions such as whether women bring any differences in leadership or are they
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more or less effective leaders in comparison with men leaders (Hoyt, 2007). Some
scholars (e.g.Helgesen, 1990; Rosener, 1990) argue that men and women leaders are
different, even that women are more effective than men because they are more
inclusive, better able to listen to and involve in working with subordinates. However,
since the mid 1990s, research had moved its attention to sex roles and the interaction
between female and male traits to support leadership effectiveness in changing
situations and organisations (Waring, 2003). Park (1997) proposes that an androgynous
leadership style, a leadership style that blends sex role identities previously supposed to
belong solely to men [competitiveness, aggressiveness, high self-confidence, low
emotionality, task-oriented, assertiveness] or to women [emotionality, Kindness,
forgiveness, interpersonal sensitivity, and human relation skills] is the most effective
approach to achieve higher performance in organisations. This author also indicates that
leaders, who use androgynous leadership style, can have greater success in encounters
with the world than the other leaders because they have a wider range of possible
reactions to any situation.

Visibly, the emergence of women in leadership positions has contributed much
to the human understanding of leadership. In the company of stimulation from
feminism, theories and analysis on leadership has become a much more sophisticated
research area. Feminist scholars not only criticised the absence of women’s experiences
and perspectives in the traditional leadership studies but also made gender integral to
contemporary notions of effective leadership styles. With a change in standpoint,
feminists have tried to turn female characteristics that had been usually mistaken by
traditional male leadership culture as traits to inhibit career progress into advantages

that benefit women and the whole society (Harding, 2004b). There is also suggestion
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that the leadership role is starting to be seen as less masculine and more androgynous
(Schein, 2001 cited in Hoyt, 2007). Both women and men leaders now advocate
leadership combining control and command with collaboration.

Despite empirical research showing that women possess characteristics
necessary to lead and to make them effective in leadership positions and more women
worldwide are participating in the workplace, women are still scarcely presented in the
top decision-making positions in all occupations and organisations (Hoyt, 2007). The
“glass ceiling” effect still exists, leading to the fact that women often gather at the
bottom of the organisational hierarchies (Luke, 2001). The extremely small number of
women Rectors, Presidents, Vice-Chancellors at colleges and universities mentioned in
Chapter 1 is one of the signs.

In the next section, | will overview some of the obstacles women are reported to
encounter and factors contributing to their career advancement in academia within the
literature. This is also done to illustrate the standpoints about women’s experiences in

higher education taken in other contexts.

2.6  Barriers to women’s career advancement in higher education

It is true that the number of women, who have entered the workforce including
higher education, has risen dramatically over the last decades. Nevertheless, “in all
countries, without exception, women occupy the lower levels of the institutions, their
numbers decrease significantly in the upper echelons of academia” (Singh, 2000, p. 19).
As described in Chapter 1, in recent years, even if there has been an improvement in the
number of women, who are able to move up to the senior leadership positions in higher

education, this fact is far from the expected situation. The firm foundation, from which
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the decision-making positions are likely to be generated has not been sufficiently
established for women (Eggins, 2009). Literature indicates that there have been a
number of personal, interpersonal and organisational barriers that have prevented
women, who are believed to demonstrate the effective leadership characteristics
empirically, from achieving senior positions in higher education.

Among the main barriers, work-life conflict is the most quoted. Currie et al.
(2002) assert that “home and family responsibilities still isn’t evenly shared and that
women unlike men have to deal with the conflict between a home or family
responsibility and the academic pursuit” (p. 126). Ten percent of women in comparison
with 3 percent of men college and university Presidents in the US had never married or
had children and 15 percent of women Presidents who had changed their careers to take
care of children or family, whereas only 5 percent of men had done the same (ACE,
2007). Most women leaders in Chinese and Hong Kong universities in Tsang and
Zhang’s (2006) study reported that they had given up their career pursuits and
promotion chances at certain points of their life because of family demands and
childcare responsibilities. Women in some other Asian countries in Luke’s (2001) group
study chose to be single or to marry late and had few if not only one child in order to be
successful in their careers. Finding the balance between work and family is a long-
lasting process, a struggle that women have to face at all administrative levels in higher
education. Aisenberg and Harrington (1988) contends that the choice between family
and work poses a dilemma that “is sharp pronged and hard” (p.111).

Another individual barrier is women’s modest attitudes and motivation to go up.
“Women tend to be more modest than men about their achievements and less apt to see

themselves as qualified for top position even when their credentials are equivalent or
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superior” (AAMC, 1996, p. 805). They often attribute their appointments to luck
(Sederburg, 1991) or being at the right place at the right time rather than to recognising
their own abilities (Helgesen, 1990; Hennig & Jardim, 1977). Madsen (2008) concludes
that women, sometimes, tend to be their own obstacle to their career advancement.
Personal uncertainties and perceptions such as lack of self-confidence and self-esteem,
low self-efficacy and fear of failure can delay their advancement to higher positions.

In terms of organisational barriers, because of the male dominance in governing
boards, men feel easy to work with people like them (Chliwniak, 1997; Luke, 2001).
White (2003) asserts that the existing under-representation of women at the senior
leadership positions in Australian universities is a result of the dominant male executive
profile. It makes male leaders tend to promote men while ignoring the majority of
women. Therefore, women are more likely to be assistant, associates than they are in
principle leadership position as Dean, Vice-Presidents and Presidents (Kaplan &
Tinsley, 1989; Moore, 1984).

Because higher education is still a male-dominated field (Chliwniak, 1997),
women academics often have peer groups that are made up mainly of men. Aisenberg
and Harrington (1988) describe women at all levels in academia as “outsiders in the

»14 as they are not informed about available positions, and are mostly not

sacred grove
recommended by their male peers. According to Cyranoski (2001), most of the
promotional chances to professor positions in Japanese universities are based on the
personal relations among university classmates or drinking friends. But because these

informal networks in Japanese culture are completely male, Japanese women are

ignored. Similarly, an integral part of professional relationships among men in the

1% The name of the book of those two authors.
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Western contexts is the so called Old Boy’s Network. As defined by Hennig and Jardim
(1977), “it is a subtle, active system of support, which is dependent on friendships,
persuasions, favours, promises and connections with people, who already have
influence” (p. 77). This network operates through playing sports, dining and drinking
out among men and women are almost not invited to participate in those activities.
White (2003) again claims that constructions of merit and networks operate within
senior management are part of this boy’s club, which marginalises women from the
informal communications and decision-making channels.

Other barriers are related to sociocultural context, in which determines social
norms regarding gender roles, and attitudes towards women in management. As a result,
women leaders often fall in a double bind situation (Jamieson, 1995). According to
Eagly and Johannesen-Schmidt (2001), leadership ability is often perceived as male
behaviours. Because of this gender stereotype judgement, women are often regarded as
not capable enough to be effective leaders. Results in Warner and DeFleur’s (1993)
survey indicate that women administrators have to overcome and fight against
stereotypes of not having the qualities necessary for supposed leaders such as
independence, authority, aggressiveness and confidence. “It has been reported that
women have not been selected for senior positions because they may not “look™ or “act”
like a dean, Vice-President or President” (p. 18). As well, the incongruity between the
expectation about women such as being caring, sensitive and supportive and the
expectation about leaders such as being assertive, forceful, and competitive can lead to
prejudices towards women leaders. Women leaders with autocratic behaviours are
judged negatively by their staff, both male and female (Chliwniak, 1997). Instead of

being assertive, they got criticism for being pushy. Chinese and Hong Kong women
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leaders in Tsang and Zhang (2006) had experienced negative comments from their
colleagues, both males and females, towards them as they were too ambitious and
aggressive. The women reported that they were often considered what they thought
mockingly as “superwomen” (Tsang & Zhang, 2006) or even as “third sex” (Wei,
2007).

Besides obstacles causing by men and male dominant culture mentioned above,
conflicts over promotion information and supporting resources even among women are
often unseen but this fact has happened. In some cases, women administrators have
experienced difficulties to establish relationships with other women as well as they do
not receive an adequate support from their female peers (Jackson & Harris, 2007; Luke,
2001). Senior women academics in Thailand, Hong Kong and Singapore in Luke’s
(2001) study echoed with one another to allude the tension, rivalry, viciousness and lack
of support among women that were displayed by “small talks, unnecessary criticism, the
non-support offered by the female towards each other” (p. 169). Jackson and Harris
(2007) even coined a phrase “we do not hire the competition” (p. 122) to emphasise the
uncomfortable relationships among women administrators at the same levels. There is
also the “queen bee” syndrome, which implies that women, who have climbed the
ladder of success believe that “there is only room for one outstanding woman in an
organization” (Bower, 1993, p. 93). For that reason, women who have achieved
successes are hesitant to support less-experienced women in career advancement to
secure their position.

It can be seen from this discussion that women in higher education worldwide
do face a number of personal, interpersonal and organisational barriers. However, as

Luke (2001) argues, cultural differences would create more local challenges as variables
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of the “glass ceiling” for women in academia as it was evident in her case study of
Southeast Asian women in higher education management. This review is now turning to

this issue in Asian settings.

2.7  Local challenges to Asian women’s career advancement in higher

education

While many of Asian women’s experiences of career barriers corresponded to
those documented in the Western contexts, for example, conflict between work and
family responsibilities, facing gender stereotypes at the workplace, lack of support
among women themselves and being excluded from informal networks, cultural
differences are evident across Asian higher education institutions that women in the
Western settings have seldom experienced (Luke, 2001).

At the outset, it is Asian values supporting specific concepts of femininity that
militates against meritocratic equality and academic career aspirations to senior
management levels of women (Luke, 2001). For example, with regard to the politics of
gender relation, there have been sceptical attitudes to women, who professionally
interact with other male colleagues (Luke, 2001). Talking about her difficulties at the
university, a woman doctoral student in Japan (cited in McNeil, 2007) said that “I wrote
a paper with a male colleague, and there were rumours that | had a relationship with
him”. A similar result was found in Wei’s (2007) research on Chinese women
administrators when women participants explained that distance should always be
watched when interacting with male colleagues in the universities to prevent gossips or
other negative reactions.

Another set of distinct Asian cultural values that can deter women from career

aspiration to senior leadership positions, according to Luke (2001) are the politics of
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face and an ethos of connection or patronage. Being influenced by Confucian thought'?,
juniors are considered to owe admiration and respect to seniors. Contesting
professionally one’s senior in public forums such as committees or councils are
considered inappropriate institutional conduct because it will lead to the loss of face for
both junior and senior players in such relationship (Luke, 2001). While Western people
are encouraged to speak up, argue against or support any issues, this rule of face saving
in Asian contexts prohibits contestation from subordinates. There is always a
repayment, an obligation and eternal gratitude to those, who supported one’s
institutional advancement or promotion (Luke, 2001). In this aspect, for women, who
are more likely to be supported by senior males or females, face saving can particularly
weaken their attempts to get ahead.

The political factor, sometimes, has been counted for a reason that makes the
career development of women leaders in Asia different from those in Western countries.
Observing the situation of women administrators in higher education in Malaysia, Luke
(2001) confirms that the term “glass ceiling” becomes “concrete ceiling” in higher
education leadership in Malaysia. “There is nothing hidden or transparent in women’s
inability to reach the most senior ranks of university management, because all senior
executive positions in the sector are political appointments” (Luke, 2001, p. 203) and
the basic of this selection is subjective and has elements of favouritism in Malaysian
male favoured society.

In general, in any cases, women, who hold decision-making positions in higher

education institutions generally are required to be competent in all roles as wives as

15 an originated Chinese complex system of social, moral, philosophical, political, and quasi-religious
thought that might be considered as a promoted philosophy of some countries include China, Japan,
Korea, Singapore, Hong Kong and Vietnam. The influence of this philosophy in Vietnam is also
mentioned briefly in Chapter 3.
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mothers and as leaders (Villadsen & Tack, 1986). Given the demands placed upon them,
women have to overcome the impediment described above to be successful. Through
the years, a number of women have managed to break through the barriers and find their
own ways to be legitimately accepted as college and university Presidents, Rectors and
Vice-Chancellors. The following review focuses on the studies of those women, mostly

in the US setting.

2.8  Profiles of women college and university Presidents

The study of women in leadership roles in higher education, has produced a
growing body of literature on this issue, especially in the US (Astin & Leland, 1991).
Scholars and research students have discussed certain characteristics of women
Presidents from the formation years to their journeys to the top. Following are common
characteristics in women college and university Presidents’ profiles and career patterns
in these studies.

Firstly, although there are exceptional cases, where women Presidents are
orphans or raised by single-parent families (Waring, 2003), most of them come from
stable, two-parent and middle-class families with their mothers’ educational background
that are equivalent or sometimes better than that of their fathers (Madsen, 2008;
Sanford-Harris, 1990; Tessler, 1976; Touchton, Shavlik, & Davis, 1991). Secondly,
many are the first born or the only children in their families (Madsen, 2008; Sanford-
Harris, 1990; Tessler, 1976). Thirdly, most of women Presidents are less likely to have
both family and career at the same time (ACE, 2007; McGee, 1979; Touchton, et al.,
1991). If being married, they tend to have not many children with a maximum of two

(Madsen, 2008; Sanford-Harris, 1990; Touchton, et al., 1991). Fourthly, the traditional
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career path of Presidents within academia of Birnbaum and Umbach (2001), which has
taken place within academia is mostly the common route for women to get the
presidency (Madsen, 2008; Turner, 2007; Waring, 2003; Wolverton, Bower, & Hyle,
2009). In this process, the early experiences of full time faculty members are essential
for women in their journeys to the top (ACE, 2007; Madsen, 2008; McFarlin,
Crittenden, & Ebbers, 1999; McGee, 1979; Tessler, 1976; Touchton, et al., 1991;
Turner, 2007; Waring, 2003). Fifthly, those women are unintentional leaders. Many of
them do not set their goal to be Presidents early in their careers (David & Woodward,
1998; Madsen, 2008; McGee, 1979; Touchton, Shavlik, & Davis, 1993; Turner, 2007;
Waring, 2003; Wolverton, et al., 2009). The women’s appointments are ‘“draft”
(Waring, 2003, p. 37) by others, who see their leadership potential and help them to
develop it. Thus, luck is acknowledged as an important factor and it has played an
significant part in defining those women Presidents’ career pattern (Helgesen, 1990;
Hennig & Jardim, 1977; Sederburg, 1991). Finally, because of family relationships,
child bearing and child rearing, women Presidents are less likely to be mobile and more
likely to be promoted within one institution (Chesterman, Ross-Smith, & Peters, 2003;

Moore, 1982).

How do those women get to the top decision-making position in their colleges
and universities? The next sections will present a number of factors that presumably
contribute to their journeys to the top. It is claimed that attaining education
qualifications, for example, a doctorate; having mentors and similar supporting

relationships; expanding network by participating in development activities; having
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strong family support; possessing an appropriate leadership style are major factors

contributing to the women Presidents’ career advancement.

2.9  Factors contribute to the advancement of women college and

university Presidents

2.9.1 Education achievement

An excellent academic result in schools is definitely a strong foundation for the
future women college and university Presidents in the literature. Results of studies on
women leaders in colleges and universities in different contexts (e.g.Astin & Leland,
1991; Durnovo, 1990; Tsang & Zhang, 2006) indicate that the educational motivation
and drive to succeed, which are nurtured from early childhood, are the determining
factors in the later academic accomplishments. As well, obtaining a doctorate has
become a standard for entering the top leadership level position at the colleges and
universities (ACE, 2007; Madsen, 2007b; McFarlin, et al., 1999; Sanford-Harris, 1990;
Thompson, 1999; Touchton, et al., 1993; Waring, 2003). The higher the position a
woman holds on in the higher education administrative ladder, the more likely she is to
have earned her doctorate (Falconer, 1995).

Outside of a solid educational foundation, future college and university
Presidents are reported to enhance their careers through accompanying support systems

and leadership practices. Some examples from within this literature are now discussed.

2.9.2 Mentoring and similar supporting relationships

Mentoring is understood as a professional relationship between an individual
and another person, in which the more experienced person provides career guidance to
the person of less experience (Amey & VanDerLinden, 2002). In higher education,
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mentoring is identified as a key factor contributing to women successful ascension to
the presidency as mentors can suggest strategies for career advancement, open doors,
initiate contacts, give advices and share relevant information from their experiences (T.
M. Brown, 2005; Durnovo, 1990; VanDerLinden, 2005; Warner & DeFleur, 1993).
Especially, having or working with male mentors was an advantage for women in
Warner and DeFleur’s (1993) study as this relationship makes women being known in
the Old Boy’s Network, an informal network that may facilitate women to advance in
their career.

Nevertheless, an absence of mentoring does not limit chances of being
successful. In addition to the effectiveness and the necessity of mentors in women’s
career development in higher education in the mentioned above studies, some women in
Madsen’s (2008) study did not have formal mentors but they spoke about other
significant people, who had influenced their lives and career development. These
persons were referred as coaches, tutors, advisors, sponsors, encouragers or role models,
who encouraged the women to seek new positions and promotions and provided

essential support to them at various critical times in their careers.

2.9.3 Developmental activities

To offset the difficulty of being less access to informal network, which is
sometimes crucial for career advancement (Kanter, 1993; Luke, 2001), a range of
development activities such as taking part in leadership training programs, seminars,
workshops, networks and actively involvement in professional, social organisations are
used by women Presidents to increase their visibility (Madsen, 2008; McFarlin, et al.,
1999; Sanford-Harris, 1990; Touchton, et al., 1991). As parts of these supporting

networks, women have chances to exchange and develop leadership skills, meet
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[powerful] people, establish and strengthen local, national even international reputation,
which are important to them. Women Presidents in Madsen’s (2008) study stated that
owing to joining in these development activities, they were provided developmental
experiences and opportunities; and continued to connect with individuals, who could
help them learn and develop or provide needed support and encouragement in their

career goals.

2.9.4 Parental influence and encouragement

Similar to mentoring, networking and other supporting relationships, strong
family influence presents a coherent relationship between family and career. A parent’s
positive influence also guides women to achieve their goals. Regardless of how the
parents are, a positive parental influence and support are essential to women leadership
(Bowen, 1976; Lorenzen, 1996). In a survey on a number of successful women
administrators, Woo (1985) found that all the women received encouragement equally
from both parents to pursue careers. The finding of Astin and Leland (1991) on women
leaders in different settings including in educational institutions shows that the women
leaders have a solid foundation based on supportive and encouraging family
relationships with high parental expectations. Though there are differences in recent
studies on the level of influence between fathers and mothers (Coutu, 2004; Cubillo &
Brown, 2003; Madsen, 2008; Matz, 2001; Waring, 2003), in general, parental support
and encouragement play an important part in women college and university Presidents’

journeys to the top.

2.9.5 Supportive husbands or partners
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Besides the strong parental influence, the support of husbands or spouses to
women leaders in higher education is fundamental as well. Women administrators in
Woo’s (1985) research said that their husbands’ support had been a crucial factor in
their careers as without that backup, they would leave the job rather than dissolve the
marriage. Supporting this fact, other researchers (e.g. Astin & Leland, 1991; Luke,
2001; Madsen, 2008; Turner, 2007) verify that the encouragement of husbands, spouses
and partners immensely help women career growth. In those authors’ studies, the men
were described as helping women do whatever was necessary to help them succeed.
They also helped to increase women’s feeling of competency as they listened,
brainstorm when asked and provided guidance and advice when needed. This is
understandable given the fact that men leaders also often rely heavily on their wives for

support.

2.9.6 Collaborative and androgynous leadership styles

As mentioned previously, women leaders are more likely to use transformational
behaviours in their leadership styles. They emphasise collaboration, participation and
sharing power as well as they focus on teamwork and encourage the followers. The
results of Touchton’s et al. (1993) study indicate that a collaborative, participative style
is one of the leadership traits that all women college and university Presidents
participants agreed on. Most of the sixteen women college Presidents in Switzer’s
(2006) research described themselves as collaborative leaders. Wolverton et al. (2009)
conducted collective case studies examining the leadership experiences of nine women
community college and university Presidents. Reflecting on leadership styles, these
women favoured collaboration, sharing power in decision making, empowerment, and

considered themselves “as good as the team” (p. 2) they work with. As Matz (2001)
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concludes, women leaders in academia prefer the consensus leadership style, which is
characterised by empowering others, enhancing others' sense of self-worth, sharing
power, energising others, and encouraging participation.

There is also evidence that university climate possibly encourages more
androgynous managers (Leonard, 1981, cited in Madsen, 2007a). In Waring’s (2003)
study, most women Presidents had adopted a variety of androgynous attributes such as
skilled-base, decisiveness, willingness to take responsibility for actions, quickness of
decision making, communication, delegation of authority and responsibility to others in
the organisation and relationship-orientation. According to them, different styles work
with different circumstances and with different people. Being flexible, approachable and
looking for common ground are the leadership principles of those women in Waring’s
(2003) study. Women university Presidents in Madsen’s (2008) research employed
collaboration, androgynous and situational leadership styles and they applied each of
these approaches to specific strategic situations. The women were ethical, flexible,
participatory, and connective as they shared power, information and decision making
with others. Using different leadership methods allows “alternative ways of considering
problems and a repertoire of behaviours from which to choose” (Birnbaum, 1992, p.
65). And this makes women Presidents succeed in their leadership positions.

To this point, it can be seen that a great amount of literature in contexts outside
of Vietnam are concerned with both the barriers to women’s advancement in academia
and with strategies for surmounting them. This can be seen as a summary of standpoints
on women’s careers in higher education as they are documented. As such, the literature
mentioned above provides a helpful analytical foundation for the topic of this study. To

understand more clearly about the life of Viethamese women and career advancement of
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senior women leaders in higher education Vietnam, in the next section, the discussion
will extend to the direct context of this study - Vietnam, women in Vietnam and

Vietnamese women in higher education leadership.
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Chapter 3: The Vietnamese context

Little has been published on the experiences of senior women leaders in higher
education in Vietnam. After all, women in Vietnam and women from other backgrounds
share similar situations as they lack representation in senior positions in this area.
Nevertheless, it would be risky and misleading to apply such a framework mechanically
and uncritically to the situation in Vietnam due to the differences of tradition, history,
and culture, social, economic and political environment in different societies. Feminist
standpoint epistemologists propose that knowledge is local, historically specific, and
aim to understand and explain the structures that are available to a particular social
location (Sprague, 2005). To understand the experiences of Vietnamese women
university Rectors more clearly, it is imperative to clarify the characteristics of the
society, in which those women work and live. Therefore, this chapter will focus on
political, social, cultural and economic aspects of life in Vietnam. The status of
Vietnamese women in society, in workplace and their access to education from history
to the present will also be mentioned within this environment. Finally, attention given to
the current situation of Vietnamese women in higher education leadership will be
covered. My aim is to help readers gain a full image of Vietnam and of women in
Vietnam before specifically examining the experiences of a group of Vietnamese

women Rectors at selected public universities in Vietnam.

3.1 Country profile

Vietnam shares its border with China in the north, Laos and Cambodia in the
west and the South China Sea in the east and south. In its history, Vietnam was ruled by

the Chinese conquerors for roughly one thousand years and became the French colony

52



of Cochin China for nearly one hundred years until 1945, when the Democratic
Republic of Vietnam [DRV] was established. In 1954, after a nine year conflict with
French, the Geneva Accords temporarily divided Vietnam into two zones: the
Communist North based on the former Soviet Union [USSR] and the Republic South
supported by the United States. Political and ideological oppositions quickly turned into
armed struggle leading to the Vietnam War, which began in 1965. With many casualties
and losses from both sides during nearly ten years, after the Paris Peace Agreements
was signed in 1973, and Vietnam was completely reunited on April of 1975 with the
victory of the Communist North and became the Socialist Republic of Vietnam [SRV].
Vietnam is an agricultural country with more than 80 percent of the population
living in rural areas. It has had a rapid population growth with an estimated population
around eighty six million people in 2009'°. There are fifty four different ethnic groups
in Vietnam'’; among which, the Kinh group [Viet group] is the largest. They account
for roughly 86 percent of the population®®. As the largest social and ethnic group, the
Kinh group exerts political and economic control. With regard to culture, the Kinh is
also the source of the cultural dominance among fifty four ethnic groups throughout
Vietnam. Vietnamese is the official language of Vietnam. This also is an official
language of the Kinh group. This is a tonal language with strong influence from Chinese

in pronunciation and writing. In seventeenth century, there was a great change in

" Source from Preliminary results of 2009 population and housing Census on the 1% April
2009 implemented according to Decision No 94/2008/QD-TTg promulgated on 10" July, 2008 of the
Prime Minister.

7" Source from Decision No 121-TCTK/PPCD promulgated on 2™ March 1979 of the General Statistics
Office of Vietnam - GSO.

8 Source from Preliminary results of 2009 population and housing Census on the 1% April
2009 implemented according to Decision No 94/2008/QD-TTg promulgated on 10" July, 2008 of the
Prime Minister.

53



writing when Chinese characters and indigenous phonetics scripts were altered to the
Romanised alphabet, which was introduced by Alexander de Rhodes, a French Jesuit
missionary (Nguyen, 1997). A complete Vietnamese Romanised alphabet including
twenty four characters has been officially used in Vietnam since 1945, when the DRV
was established. Besides Vietnamese and this alphabet, most other minority groups use

their own spoken languages in daily conversations.

3.2  The Communist Party of Vietnam

Viet Nam is a one party state controlled by the Communist Party of Vietnam
[CPV]. The CPV directs policies, strategies, the development and orientation of the
country. The Article 4 in the recent SRV’s Constitution approved in 1992 has made
CPV as the sole leading force to guide the state, the society and set the political line.
“The party’s monopoly in the political arena and its close relationship with the state
ensures that the government enjoys majority support, and policy initiatives are usually
accepted even after a change in government leadership” (Vo, 2009, p. 226). The CPV
exercises its leadership through its organisation system [a Party committee] in each state
institution, political and social mass organisation® that is formed and run by its

members working in those bodies and organisations.

19 party organizations system is set up corresponding organizations and administrative system of the State
under the charter of the CPV. The Supreme Party organ is the National Congress which is held every five
years. The National Congress elects the Central Party Committee consisting of one hundred and sixty full
members and twenty one candidates. This Central Committee usually meets twice a year. At lower level,
it is the local Party committee in each province through out of Vietham and lower are Party committees in
each state institution. It is almost compulsory to establish a Party committee in every state institution.
This CPV’s committee is formed by a number of people working for those institutions, who are
simultaneously the Communist Party members. Source from www.cpv.org.vn retrieved on August 20"
2010.
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3.3

Currently, CPV has over three million members?®. The CPV’s membership has
been the key element to one’s career advancement in almost all occupations in Vietnam,
especially; joining the CPV is a critical condition for advancement to senior
administrative positions in governmental and public organisations, state owned
enterprises and other institutions belonging to state sector. Article 1 in the Resolutions
on personnel appointment and recommendation, promulgated in pursuance with
Decision 68-QB/TW on April 04" 2007 of the Central Party committee of CPV clarifies
that the Party is the sole force, which is in charge of personnel development and
management?’. In the selection criteria for any senior positions, apart from the good
skills in management and ability to lead, potential candidates also have to gain their
support by showing a commitment to the ideologies and ambitions of the government
[that is under control of the CPV]. In general, selection criteria for senior levels in
Vietnam are more likely political (Bruynooghe, et al., 2009) since becoming CPV’s
member has played an important role in the career development in all state institutions

and some other social, economic and cultural organisations.

Confucianism

In comparison with women in some other countries in the region, women in
Vietnam seem to be more progressive because they do not have to endure the strict
religious rules on women, for example, of Islam in Malaysia and Indonesia. However,
to a certain extent, the role of women in society in Vietnam is still much influenced by
the patriarchal tenets of Confucianism. Not only ruling over in history, Confucianism is

still persistent in the Vietnamese society today. Confucianism was introduced to

20 Source from the www.cpv.org.vn retrieved on August 20" 2010.
2! Source from the www.cpv.org.vn retrieved on August 28" 2010.
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Vietnam during the Chinese one thousand years of occupation from 111 BC to the early
tenth century and it was later adopted as the official ideology of the Vietnamese feudal
state. This philosophy has had a very strong impact on gender relations in Vietnam
(Tuyet, 2005). There are several ethical principles of Confucianism that characterise the
life and society of contemporary Vietnam. Firstly, Confucian philosophy encourages
and values family life. It emphasises close family relationships. To fulfil parents’
expectations is the way that children express their sincere thanks for giving birth to
them (Loi, 2003). Secondly, family is patriarchal [men are the head of households],
patrilineal [children bear the father’s name; kinship and inheritance are in father’s side]
and patrilocal [women are part of husbands’ families when married] (Loi, 2003).
Thirdly, the tenets of Confucian ideology prefer sons to daughters and favour boys over
girls because men are considered more important for their social, economic and
symbolic value, for their role in maintenance of the family line, and for their position in
honouring the tradition of ancestor worship. Confucian sayings such as “one hundred
women are not worth a single part of man” and “a woman’s is in the home” suggest the
relatively lower regard of women in Confucian ideology (N. T. N. Bich, 2000). For
years, Vietnamese women are supposedly subordinate to men and as women they have

. : 22
to practice “three obediences”

. As daughters they have to obey their fathers; as wives,
they obey their husbands, and finally as widows they obey their sons [the eldest son].
Once accepting those obediences, the roles of women in Vietnamese society are
expected as daughters, mothers and wives, who look after the parents, children and

housework. This Confucian philosophy is principally oppressive toward women because

it values patriarchal hierarchy in the family and recognises suffering acceptances such

22 Tam tong
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3.5

as “three obediences” of women as their positive values (Bradshaw, 1994). This strong
influence has fettered Vietnamese women within family responsibilities for years, even

today.

3.4 Collectivism

Another feature of the Vietnamese culture is the view of individualism and
collectivism. While in Western countries, individualism is the value that parents expect
children will possess, in Vietnam, this is not encouraged or nurtured (Bui & Stimpfl,
2000). Vietnam is considered a fairly collectivist society. In this way, as children,
Vietnamese people are taught to think of the family [of grandparents, parents] before
thinking of their own aspirations and concerns (Bui & Stimpfl, 2000). As adults, the
needs and interests of the community often surpass the individual’s desires. Often, close
relationships between extended families and communities can have a major influence on
individual behaviours. Collectivism encourages preservation of traditional values and
beliefs that conform to social norms (Triandis, 1989). Generally, Vietnamese women
are found more collectivist than men (P. Long & Huong, 2002). Being influenced by
collectivism, traditionally and culturally, Vietnamese women are raised and grow up to
conform to patriarchal Confucian social gender relation expectations as supportive role

to men and hold lower social prestige than their husbands.

Women’s status, their access to education and their representation in

the workforce

To better understand the situation of senior women in higher education in
Vietnam, it is important to provide background information on women in Vietnam, their

position in the society, their access to education and their participation in the national
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development. Without this account, it would be difficult to comprehend the essence

Vietnamese women'’s career development in modern-day society.

3.5.1 Historical feudal time: the totality of women’s subordination

In the history of ancient Vietnam, women were once in the highest positions as
they were often considered as goddesses of the cultivation of rice and other food crops
(Vo, 2009). This tradition of matriarchy was eroded during a thousand years of Chinese
domination and replaced by a Confucian patriarchal society throughout the feudal time
in Vietnam (Tuyet, 2005). The responsibilities of women in feudal Vietnamese society
were completely within the boundary of domestic works, household handicrafts,
childbearing, childrearing and looking after the elderly. They were totally subordinate to
men and were completely denied access to any form of education or allowed to
participate in public activities. Women at that time were bound by traditional gender
roles influenced by Confucianism and feared of accusations of immorality if they

“consorted freely with men” (S. C. Taylor, 2003, p. 23).

3.5.2 Colonisation period: the reluctant enlightenment

Under the French colonisation since the middle of nineteen century until 1945,
most Vietnamese women had still suffered barriers in their status because the French
colonisers subtly recognised the men’s right. The French implicitly accepted the feudal
culture in Vietnam, which had traditions of power stratification along gender lines as
well as refusing to deal with inherent issues of gender inequality from their root
(Bergman, 1975). Most of the Vietnamese women at this time lived narrowly bounded
lives, usually confined to the home and the family rice paddies (Bunck, 1998).
Education was firstly only available for men. In response to the slogan demanding the
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rights for [upper class] women to go to school and calling on women to learn a trade in
order to live independently as a solution to the implementation of women’s rights,
French colonisers then extended education to a very limited number of female children,
who were daughters of upper class families and the educated elites in the society
(Bergman, 1975). In 1924, only 3 percent of female children [roughly ten thousand

girls] were enrolled in schools (Bergman, 1975).

3.5.3 The establishment of DRV [in 1945]: officially promoting gender equality

In early 1930, gender equality had been advocated by the Vietnamese
Communist Party [prototype of the CPV] founded by Ho Chi Minh (Werner, 2009),
who claimed that gender equality is as one of the main tasks of the Vietnamese
revolution. He was often quoted “women make up half of society. If women are not
liberated then society is not free” (Eisen, 1984, p. 85). Thus, Ho Chi Minh emphasised
that the aim of the Vietnamese revolution was to ensure equality of rights for the
women and the Vietnamese Communist Party must educate its members and the people
in respecting equality between husband and wife (VWU, 1969). Since 1945, right after
the DRV was established; the formal equality between men and women was established
in the Constitution and in many other government policies. Article 1 and Article 9 in the
first Constitution of Vietnam in 1946 stated that “all power in the country belongs to
the Vietnamese people, regardless of race; sex; wealth, class, religion...and women are
equal to men in all aspects 23 (Vietnam, 1946). This Constitution was the first official

legal document in Vietnam to proclaim the economic and political equality of women

B Tat ca quyén binh trong nuwgc la cia toan thé nhan dan Vi¢t Nam, khdng phan biét noi giong, gai trai,
giau ngheo, giai cdp, tén gido...va dan ba ngang quyén Véi dan dng vé Moi phwrong dién
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and men, to define the rights of women (Tetreult, 1996). It also stressed that women had

the right to access education at all levels and to benefit as men in this field.

3.5.4 During the wars [from 1946 to 1975]: women’s mobilisation and the
national liberation

The period from 1946 to 1954 was also the resistance war against France in the
history of Vietnam. During this time, women were called to contribute to and participate
in the national revolution. This was the first time gender equality was addressed in
Vietnam practically (Vo, 2009) as this mobilisation brought women out of the home to
engage into the public arena. In the early 1950s, there were about eight hundred and
forty thousand female guerrillas operating in the north and roughly one hundred and
forty thousand in the south (Tu & Tuyet, 1978, pp. 101, 161). Women then played a
vital role in community mobilisation, intelligence gathering and the transport of materiel
(Tetreult, 1996).

From 1955 to 1975, when Vietnam was divided into two zones, while men were
summoned to the fronts in the Vietnam War, because of the shortage of labour along
with the collectivisation, women’s role in the North of Vietnam became more visible as
they were called upon to assume new responsibilities that were formerly assigned to
men, especially in the economic management and state governance (Mitchell, 2000; Vo,
2009). Besides engaging in combat, between 1965 and 1967, the proportion of women’s
participation in political councils had increased both at local and central levels (VWU,
1968). In economic activities, many women held the position of director at co-

operatives in the North of Vietnam. By 1975, women accounted for more than 60
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percent of the total labour force in the North of Vietnam®.

3.5.,5 After the reunification [from 1976 to 1986]: socialist movement supporting
women’s full integration

The position of Vietnamese women was strengthened by state policies under the
socialist regime and the direction of CPV after reunification in 1975 (Thi, 2001).
Women’s equal participation in all spheres was considered as crucial for the
development of a socialist state (P. V. Bich, 1999).

The Party and the Government, despite the many difficulties they are

encountering, try their best to improve the livelihood of labouring women and

their children, so as to alleviate the familial burden and ensure women’s

health. In 1983 paid maternity leave in Vietnam was extended from 60 [to] 75

days. In December 1984, according to Resolution No. 176a, paid maternity

leave was extended to 180 days. More créches and kindergartens have been set
up by the State, factories, cooperatives... In many city wards, special groups of
babysitters have been set up by the women’s union for children who for one

reason or another cannot go to the créches or kindergartens (VWU, 1985, p.2

cited in Mitchell, 2000).

Nevertheless, despite such positive policies, during the period since 1976 to
1986, the number of women, who engaged in social and economic activities, began to
decline gradually (Huong, 2001; Que, 1995). For example, in politics, from five female
ministers in 1982, there were only three in 1986 and the number of women participating
in the National Assembly felt from 26.88 percent in 1976 to 17.8 percent in the 1987

election”®. To answer the question why this situation was happened, it is necessary to

recap the liberation of women in the history of Vietnam.

3.5.6 The truth revealed: women’s rights in connection with the national interests

%4 Source from http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/vntoc.html retrieved on September 16™ 2010.

% Source from the So liéu thang ké vé phu niz Viét Nam. 1985-1994. Ha Ngi: Thang ké, 1995. [Statistics
on the Vietnamese women 1985-1994. Statistical Publishing House, Hanoi, 1995].
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Because every century in Vietham had been marked by wars, from the
beginning, the liberation of Vietnamese women was tied to the national movement of
the country and women’s interests were surpassed by the interests of the nation state. In
the first decades of twentieth century, the national movement under the leadership of Ho
Chi Minh identified that “just with the participation of women, the national liberation
struggle will easily achieve success” (VCP, 2000, p.301 cited in Chi, 2007). Since
women were considered as a symbolic form of the liberation of the Vietnamese nation,
within the scope of the nationalist movement, gender relations were not the critical
issue because of the concern that this problem would redirect attention away from the
goal of national unity (Marr, 1985; Enloe, 1990 cited in L. D. Long, Hung, Truitt, Mai,
& Anh, 2000). Nguyen Thi Minh Khai, a leading communist woman, a member of
Vietnam Women’s Union [VWU] since its establishment in 1930s stressed that the
defence of common interests to all social classes rather than the struggle between men
and women should be the goal of the movement (Molony, 2004). The liberation of
women was the aim of the communist revolution leaders to gather women to participate
in revolutionary activities. “If we want women to participate in the revolutionary
struggle, firstly, we have to knock over all religious or moral customs, and provide them
political trainings ... make them more conscious of their social class in order to attract
them to join in the union of the proletarian class” (VCP, 1988, p.155 cited in Chi, 2007).
Thus, the liberation of Vietnamese women was generated from the need to mobilise
women, to involve them in the struggles for national liberation rather than from their
conscious struggle based on women’s self-awareness and their subordinate status in a

patriarchal society, where men are considered as a privileged group.

62



Furthermore, because of the strong influence of collectivism, while women in
Western contexts fought and are fighting for their rights, women in Vietnam have
considered their rights as a part of government policy and the fights for women’s right
are often inspired and supported by the state (Mitchell, 2000). They themselves put their
personal and private ambitions behind the goals of the socialist regime (Bunck, 1998).
As a result, that state-derived liberation of women in Vietnam had never dealt with the
paternalistic social system, as the root of women’s subordinate status in Vietnam had
never been addressed thoroughly.

Women’s possession of political and social economic responsibilities reached
the peak in the early 1970s and gradually dropped after Vietnam reunited in 1975
(Molony, 2004; Tetreult, 1996). During the period from 1976 to 1986, although the
Vietnamese government officially encouraged and gave priority to advance women in
their career, there was a tendency that women gradually withdrew from social activities
and state management (Huong, 2001; Que, 1995). Following the long period of wars, it
was the time now for national unification and economic restoration. Production and
economic activities became important, as the demand for consumer goods was very
high. Accordingly, political and social activities, such as issues related to women’s
equal rights, were put behind economic activities (Que, 1995). Confucian philosophy on
gender relations that had not been addressed thoroughly had opportunities to be stronger
again. The wars ended. Men came home from the battlefield and reassumed the tasks
that unofficially assigned to them by Confucian views as the dominant group in the
society and the heads of families. Many female leaders were replaced by returned male
officers (White, 1989) and many others put husbands’ careers before theirs and were

willing to return to family duties. This tendency has been continuously existed along
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with the endeavour to promote gender equality and equity of the Vietnamese

Government during DOI MOI period.

3.5.7 DOI MOI era since 1986: gender’s complexity

Recognising at the Sixth Party Congress in 1986 that the hybrid economic model
borrowed from the former USSR would not work in the condition of Vietnam at that
time, the CPV took a more radical approach to introduce DOI MOI — an open policy to
renovate the economic system (L. D. Long, et al., 2000) and to engage Vietnam in the
international arena. The shift from a centrally planned economy to a market economy
operating via state regulations and orientations towards socialism had brought
fundamental changes in Vietnam. Along with DOl MOI, the government had continued
to initiate laws and policies to promote gender equality including legislating gender
equality; promoting women’s participation in education and production; attempting to
reduce women's domestic responsibilities; introducing new ideologies of equality, and
organising women to advance their interests (Que, 1995). In education, the number of
female students had been improved at all levels. In primary and secondary education,
the literacy rate of female students aged ten and up was 88.2 percent in 1999 (Anh &
Hung, 2000), especially, impressive achievements had been made with regard to the
number of women accessing colleges and universities. In 1988, the number of women
enrolled at the universities reached 41 percent and 37.5 percent of university graduate?.
In recent years, the number of female students enrolled in colleges and university has

occupied more than a haft of the total (Nghia, 2009).

%6 From the paper presented by Dr Chu Tuan Nha, professor of Ministry of Technology and Environment
at the conference of Women intellectual’s role in the renovation of Vietnam held in Hanoi September
1993 in Que, T. T. (1995). Gender issues in Vietnam's development (p.187-206). In I. Norlund, C. L.
Gates & V. C. Dam (Eds.). (1995), Vietnam in a changing world. Curzon Press.
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In terms of employment, according to the statistics of the Ministry of Labour-
Invalids and Social Affairs of Vietnam [MOLISA] on employment and unemployment
in the period from 1996 to 2005 (cited in Vo, 2009), women constituted 49 percent of
the labour force with 21.7 million women of working age from fifteen to fifty five in
2005. DOI MOI, therefore, brought more opportunities for Viethamese women to be
involved in economic and social activities, especially when women could contribute to

the family income, which leads to the improvement in equality with men (Vo, 2009).

3.5.7.1 Challenges for women in DOI MOI

Despite the above promising numbers, a result that any previous regimes in the
history could not achieve, practically, women’s full participation in the society was still
under-expected. In education, for example, even if the number of female students had
improved over the years, women’s representation in the higher levels of education
[master and doctor] was still lower than that of men. In her edited book on the image of
Vietnamese women in the twenty first century, Tuyet (2005) describes the development
of intellectual women as a tower-shaped chart that has no high summit. In 1999, only
14.19 percent of women gained doctoral degrees, 4.14 percent were conferred the title
associate professor and 2.9 percent were professors (Tuyet, 2005). The number of
women faculty members, who ranked above lecturer were rarely, and a few universities
had female administrators (Bunck, 1998).

As well, the number of women, although was higher than that of men in the
labour force, mostly clustered around low demand fields and low wage jobs. Women
occupied 70 percent of workers in textile and garment labour, 100 percent in preschool;

80 percent in primary education schools and 82 percent in health care as nurses (Anh &

65



Hung, 2000). Research in China suggests that gender relations become more unequal
during market transition and economic development (Xie & Hannum, 1996). This
question also has already been raised in the former USSR and Eastern European
countries (Anh & Hung, 2000). Generating from this fact, the questions were posed
about the effects of socialist policies in the fight against centuries of patriarchal
Confucian and their influence on gender relations and policies for reducing familial

burdens for women in Vietnam (Knodel, Loi, Jayakody, & Huy, 2004).

3.5.7.2 Women are both the winners and the losers in DOI MOI

The fact that Vietnamese government as the patron of women’s rights
intentionally converted the gender issue into a political ideology resulted in the
women’s subordination embedded in patriarchy of male centre family and kinship
networks, symbolic system and socioeconomic structures, was unchallenged. In
addition, the original reason to implement the DOl MOI was generated from the
economic downturn rather than from the social issues including gender relations. Thus,
the lingering patriarchal Confucian tradition still pervades contemporary Vietnamese
society. In spite of many socialist policies for decades that encourage gender equality,
son-preferred custom remains strong and housework is even so considered unsuitable
for men (Belanger, 2002; Goodkind, 1995; Que, 1995). Vietnamese people have
continued to unconsciously welcome a definition of a good woman by her adherence to
the Confucian women'’s three obediences.

The increasing number of women participating in the labour workforce during
DOI MOI did not prove that women’s family duties were alleviated. According to the

results of 2001 World Values Survey [WVS] conducted in Vietnam, being influenced
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by the push for gender equality of the socialist regime, nearly all Vietnamese [97
percent] think that both husband and wife should contribute to the household income
(Dalton, Hac, Nghi, & Ngoc, 2002). Thus, being a working woman becomes a
legitimate identity in contemporary Vietnam. At the same time, being affected by the
patriarchal system of gender relation, adherence to traditional roles of women is
common among Vietnamese women. Consequently, women in Vietnam carry double
responsibilities because they not only earn a living from work but also fulfil their roles
as mothers and as wives at home (Ha, 1992). Changing from a centrally planned
economy to a market economy means a reduction in state subsidies with families having
to pay for the increasing costs of medical care and educational expenses (o, 2009). For
example, before DOI MOI, the state subsidised education from primary education to the
college and university levels. However, this policy has been changed when DOl MOI
was implemented as the government only subsidises primary education and supports
some poor families and ethnic minorities in higher levels of education. Thus, women
have to face the tension between the pressure to earn money and the responsibility of
the caregivers of children and housework (Thi, 2001). That decline of subsidised state
service for childcare and family duties is claimed to lead to greater housework burdens
placed on Vietnamese women since DOl MOI had implemented (Chen and Hiebert,
1994 cited in Knodel, et al., 2004). The length of women’s working day is increased
with the lack of this supporting system. The figures of the 2002 Vietnam Household
Living Standard Survey (cited in Vo, 2009) showed that the average hours spent per day
on housework by women aged 15 and over is 2.5 times more than men in urban areas
and 2.3 times in rural areas.

Although the DOI MOI gives women freedom in choosing jobs, [especially in
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the newly developed private sectors], exchanging and assessing necessary information
about production and consumption (Anh & Hung, 2000) and women'’s full participation
in political, economic and social activities has been legalised and promoted, studies
have argued that inequality between men and women in society has increased in
practice and women status has been gradually eroded unofficially (e.g. ADB, 2002; Anh
& Hung, 2000; Beresford, 1994; Thi, 2001). Most of the employers, even in the state
sector, do not like to recruit women because of the potential financial loss associated
with child bearing and child rearing (Vo & Strachan, 2008). Among the workers, who
lost their job in market economy in DOl MOI, women accounted for from 60 to 70
percent (Huong, 2001). Therefore, women have to work harder to compete with men in
the workplace to secure their positions as well as to do their best at home to maintain
family happiness. As long as women are treated equally as men regardless of their
different natural and social responsibilities and special needs, it will be another type of
gender discrimination. The ambivalent influences of DOl MOI on women life in the
contemporary Vietnam are indeed complicated and the situation is yet in a state of flux.
As Anh and Hung (2000) argue, Vietnamese women are both the winners and the losers
in the market economy in Vietnam. In such context, how do the Vietnamese women’s

careers advance?

3.6  Women’s career advancement

While there is an extensive of literature on women’s career advancement in
other contexts, especially in the Western settings, knowledge on this issue in Vietnam is
still limited. Career advancement for Vietnamese women is mostly described by

achieved numbers and percentages of women in their working positions by types of
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positions, institutional characteristics, earnings, effects of gender and years of
experiences in the reports of government, national and international organisations and in
some independent studies on gender relations, gender equality and equity; and other
women’s issues conducted by Western specialists and a group of Vietnamese scholars
(e.g. Anh & Hung, 2000; ILO, 2003, 2007; L. D. Long, et al., 2000; Mitchell, 2000;
NCFAW & GSO, 2005; Thi, 2001; Tuyet, 2005 et al.).

Despite these optimistic numbers mentioned earlier, the under-representation of
women in leadership positions in practice has shown an existing gender disproportion in
the workplace. In other words, those mentioned figures on labour force participation
rates of Vietnamese women could not translate into similar figures of women’s
representation in leadership and management. The career advancement of Vietnamese
women, therefore, significantly lags behind that of Vietnamese men.

In all organisations and occupations, men hold the majority of senior
administrative and upper level positioning (o, 2009). In the state sector, the number of
women as Department Directors and Deputy Directors in ministries and state-owned
enterprises had been falling from 13 percent and 12.1 percent in 1992 to 12.1 percent
and 8.1 percent respectively in 2002 (NCFAW & GSO, 2005). In 2005, while the
proportion of women Deputy Directors had increased to 14 percent, the number of
women Directors was down to 6 percent (Quy & Nga, 2008). The barriers or the
“bamboo ceiling” effect that deter women’s career advancement in Vietnam ranging
from personal, organisational to social obstacles such as work-life conflict; recruitment

policy that exclude women candidates?’, fewer opportunities in training and career

2 In Vietnam, employers, including those in state-owned enterprises, do not like hiring women because
of the potential financial loss associated with child bearing and child rearing. Although prohibited by
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advancement; excluded from informal network; prejudices to women managers and the
Confucian male preference that makes women be thought to deserve little authority, to
show less commitment, being perceived as less intelligent and less experienced than
men (Vo, 2009; Vo & Strachan, 2008). The opportunities for women to obtain senior
positions in Vietnam also have been affected further by requirements for the political
involvement [becoming VCP member] in the state sector and women’s retirement age
policy [women working in public sector are obligated to retire at fifty five, while men
can work until sixty]. There are concrete examples of these barriers and challenges that
occur in all occupations throughout Vietnam. The current situation of senior women

leaders in higher education is one of these cases.

3.7  Current situation of women leaders in higher education

The career advancement of women in higher education is closely linked to the
national development and changes in the social awareness of women status in the social
life. Despite the progress made over the last two decades, for example, female literacy
was 90.5 percent in 2008%® and women occupying half of the student population in the
colleges and universities (see Nghia, 2009), only a minority of Viethamese women
could attain senior leadership positions in higher education. Survey data in thirty five
higher education institutions conducted by Nghi and Sloper in 1991 showed that the
representation rate of women at that time in the Rector and Deputy Rector positions was

very low with only 4.7 percent. More than fifteen years later, though this number had

labor laws and other regulations, recruitment advertisements sometimes state publicly “male candidates
only”, even when the jobs can be done by both sexes. So far this practice has not been subjected to any
warning or penalty from authorities (Vo & Strachan, 2008).

%8 Source from the speech of Ms Nguyen Thanh Hoa, Deputy Minister of MOLISA at the fifty fourth
session of the Commission on the status of women of the United Nations in New York, March, 2™ 2010.
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increased, as presented in Mai’s (2007) study in fourteen public colleges and
universities in Vietnam, the result confirmed that women are still under-represented at
all senior levels in university management.

Figure 3-1: The percentage of women and men at different senior managerial

levels in fourteen public colleges and universities of Mai’s (2007) research

®Men =Women
93% 0
90% 85%
0,
% 10% 15%
Rector Deputy Rector Faculty Dean

Source: Adapted from Mai (2007)

This modest number of women also reveals that the journey to the senior
positions of women in higher education in Vietnam is not easy. Especially, as cited in
Chapter 1, Vietnamese women are extremely scarce in the Rector/Director position in
public universities. Before examining the reasons leading to this disappointing situation
of women in higher education leadership in Vietnam, | want to describe briefly the
governance of higher education, the criteria and procedures for selecting Rectors in

public colleges and universities in Vietnam that women in this field have experienced.

3.7.1 The governance of higher education
At the national level, higher education in Vietnam is firmly under the control of
the state as “the public sector of higher education remains effectively a part of state

bureaucracy” (Khanh & Hayden, 2010). The government has exercised its power in
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higher education management through several ministries with regulatory responsibilities
across the system (Hayden & Thiep, 2007; Khanh & Hayden, 2010). For example, the
MOET has managed about thirty public higher education institutions (Thiep, 2004). A
number of other public higher education institutions are under the supervision of
ministries?® that related to their areas such as laws universities, institutes and colleges
are under Ministry of Legislations, art schools and conservatories are belonging to
Ministry of Culture, Sports and Tourism. Some provincial authorities are in charge of
the public colleges and universities located in their areas. Thus, the senior leadership
appointments at public higher education institutions in Vietnam have to abide to the
selection criteria as in other state owned organisations, services and enterprises. In
higher education in Vietnam, in the past, all Rectors were appointed by the Minister of
the MOET. Since 1990, an electoral process for the Rector selection was used firstly in
the large universities (Nghi & Sloper, 1995) and now has been legalised at all colleges
and universities in Vietnam. However, the final result of Rector/Director voting of all
higher education institutions in Vietnam must be reported to the MOET (Hayden &

Thiep, 2007; IIE, 2004).

3.7.2 Rector selection process in public universities

Different from the Rector selection in most Western contexts and in some other
countries in the region, the Rector selection in public universities in Vietnam is not
transparent as it not advertised publicly or decided through open national competitions,

which are assessed by independent committees. The electoral process for the Rector

2 Currently, there are thirteen ministries [excluded the MOET] that manage a number of public higher
education institutions (Khanh & Hayden, 2010)
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selection is happened merely within a higher education institution based on the voting
of all people working in that institution. It is understood that the nominated candidates
should be the members of that university or college. A process of canvassing the staff’s
opinions is usually conducted before voting begins. This process is often influenced by
a tendency for university staff to focus their supports and votes for the only one
candidate, who is considered most likely to be acceptable to the relevant ministry
(Khanh & Hayden, 2010). The key figure behind this canvassing process is the board of
rectorate/directorate in consultation with the general secretary of the college or
university Party committee®.

To be nominated as a Rector candidate at public colleges and universities,
according to the Article 31 in the Charter for Higher Education Institutions promulgated
in pursuance of the Decision number 153/2003/ QD-TTg dated of July 30" 2003 by the

Prime Minister, a person has to possess®:

(a) Good moral and political loyalty®*; high prestige in the scientific research and
education, and appropriate leadership skill with at least five years experience
in the administrative positions at division level upward;

(b) A doctorate;

%0 As mentioned previously, each Vietnamese state institution has to establish a Party committee of its
own as the symbolic governing body. Though the rector is the most powerful person in the colleges and
universities, the General Secretary of this Communist committee also plays a crucial part in the
university’s decision making process.
3! In Vietnamese:
a) C6 pham chat chinh tri, dao ditc tét, c6 uy tin trong gici khoa hoc, gido duc, ¢6 ndng lec va da c6 it
nhdt 5 nam tham gia quan 1y giéo duc dai hoc tir cdp bg mon tro 1én;
b) C6 hoc vi Tién si;
¢) C6 sic khoé; tugi khi bé nhiém Hiéu truong truong dai hoc cong ldp khéong qud 55 doi véi nam va 50
doi véi nir.
%2 This condition assumes that the candidates should be Communist Party members.
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(c) Good health and no more than fifty five years of age for men and fifty for women
at the time of the appointment for public institutions **.

Also, in this Article, “in special cases, the Minister of Education and Training
[MOET], in cooperation with other agencies [governing relevant ministries] asks for the
consultation of the Prime Minister before making the decision 34 1t means that in some
special cases, for example, when candidates may not meet one or more of the selection
criteria, or in the situation, where there is no consensus within the university about the
nominated candidate but because of a very special condition of a certain higher
education institution, this candidate is considered the best choice. Thus, the Rector
position in public colleges and universities in Vietham may sometimes, be considered as
political arrangements. Each Rector’s term lasts for five years and a person can be voted
to assume this leadership position for a maximum of two terms®. It is noted that
although most of the Rector candidates in Vietnam are well-trained in their academic
specialisation, none of them either officially takes part in management courses or has
been trained in management before being promoted. “Almost all Rectors, deans, and
other managers have had to acquire their management knowledge and skills on-the-job”
(Nghi & Sloper, 1995, p. 108)

In the past, the Rector positions at public universities were totally occupied by
men. The presence of women in this position had begun since the middle of 1990s with

the extremely limited number that can be estimably counted on two hands.

%% A rector term is five year period. The retired age from administrative positions is fifty five for women
and fifty for men. This criterion is set up to ensure that appointed persons can be in their rector position
for at least one term.
3 In Vietnamese: Nhitng trirong hop dac biét B truong Bg Gido duc va Pao tao thong nhdt véi co quan
chai quan xin y kién Thi zeéng Chinh phi trieée khi quyét dinh;
% Source from the Charter for Higher Education Institutions promulgated in pursuance of the Decision
number 153/2003/ QD-TTg dated of July 30" 2003 by the Prime Minister
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3.7.3 Challenges to women’s representation in university management

As mentioned in Chapter 1, though it did not directly touch on senior women
leaders’ experiences in higher education in Vietnam, Mai’s (2007) research indicates the
problems that Viethamese women have to face to participate in university management.

Among the main obstacles that prevent Vietnamese women from university
management are factors such as personal barriers, including work-life balance, lack of
confidence and lack of motivation (N. T. N. Bich, 2000; Mai, 2007). Forty five percent
of women participants in Mai’s (2007) survey reported that they had to refuse
promotion opportunities in their career due to family responsibilities and a slightly
lower number [43 percent] had to give up other life goals to concentrate on the job. In
trying to fulfil their responsibilities both at work and in the family, women have to work
hard twice as much as men do. Normally, they have to spend 9.2 hours in their offices
and 4.5 hours for housework (Mai, 2007). Meanwhile, according to a survey on the
status of intellectual women in their families, with regard to the division of labour,
husbands in those families were reported to carry out household tasks such as going to
market with 4.5 percent; cooking - 1.1 percent; house cleaning - 2.4 percent and
washing dishes and clothes - 1.1 percent and elderly care was 3.4 percent (Diem, 1990).
Thus, fifty five percent of women believed that they lacked of time and felt stressed in
trying to maintain a balance between work and family. Mai (2007) argues that living in
a culture, where the power of Confucianism, which emphasises the value of the family
and patriarchal gender relations, still pervades; women find out that it is very hard to
leave their roles as wives and mothers to completely engage in leadership.

Women in Mai’s (2007) research were also less likely to promote themselves to

leadership positions. Social expectations and women’s socialisation make Vietnamese
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women tend to believe that having a successful career is the men’s goal while women
are not obligated to fight hard to advance their career for social capital. Also, they are
afraid of failure when entering the environment, where men are traditionally considered
the best leaders. They are less ambitious, less confident to compete with men in senior
positions and generally are passive when being appointed to those positions (Mai,
2007). Eighty six percent of women respondents considered their appointments were the
institutional assignment but not from their own wishes or interests whereas only 13
percent of them expressed that they had motivation to go up to higher positions.

Gender stereotypes at the workplace are other barriers for women to advance in
senior higher education leadership in Vietnam (Mai, 2007). As women are regarded as
lacking in leadership experience and not competent enough to be promoted to the top
level, 56 percent of respondents in Mai’s (2007) study asserted that they were less likely
to be promoted to more important managerial levels than their male counterparts.
Gender stereotypes also contribute to decrease inherent low confidence and low
motivation for promotion by the women surveyed (Mai, 2007). Forty six percent of
respondents thought that women only were capable in positions such as librarians or
clerical staff. With regard to the senior administrative levels, only 11 percent believed
that women could undertake the principal responsibilities while 33 percent suggested
that women should stay in assistant roles. Similarity, only 13 percent asserted that
women could be effective at university level [Rector, deputy Rector]. These numbers
were 23 percent at faculty level [dean, deputy dean] and 33 percent at division level
[chief of division].

Another challenge is the sense of incongruity between their roles as leaders and

as women (Mai, 2007). Thirty six percent of women stated that they had to be very
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tactful in their leadership positions to avoid the criticisms that they lack of feminine
characteristics while showing their assertiveness and determination. Twenty Six percent
received negative attitudes when performing command and control leadership style,
which is considered suitable for male leaders. Other 39 percent said that their
appearance and poise were more strictly observed than those of their male colleagues.

Lack of institutional support has contributed to the under-representation of
women in the university management in Vietnam (N. T. N. Bich, 2000; Mai, 2007).
Though all the public universities in Vietnam are committed to include more women at
all ranks and management, policies have not been implemented effectively. Most of the
women in Mai’s (2007) research considered these policies were heavily propagandic
and less feasible because they were top-down policies, but were not originated from the
consciousness that women play an important part in the university management and the
need to strengthen women’s role in this field (Mai, 2007). Fifteen percent of
respondents asserted that there had been a lack of commitment from the university
leaders to advance women as leaders. Another 15 percent stated that this issue
[enhancing women’s status in the university management] was not a priority in their
university leaders’ piles of work lists.

Cultural and traditional views on gender relations are another impediment senior
women in higher education in Vietnam have to face in their careers (Mai, 2007). Like
other women in academia in some Southeast Asian countries and women leaders at the
universities in China, Hong Kong and in Japan shown in studies and reports by Luke’s
(2001); Wei’s (2007) and McNeill’s (2007), women in Vietnam have experienced
sceptical views in their relations with male colleagues as well. To expand a supporting

network and to be recognised, leaders need to actively socialise both with women and
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with men. In Vietnam, these opportunities often happen after work. But Vietnamese
women can neither drink nor go out after working hours. They will be observed
inquisitively and their virtues will be questioned by not only the society but also by their
family members. A woman in Mai’s (2007) study said that:

“as a woman manager, I have met some difficulties. Time for my parents, my
husband and my children is lessen than before. At the beginning of my term, because of
the fact that | was not trained or did not participated in any management courses, | had
to read document on univeristy management as well as personel issues by myself. | had
to meet with other univeristy leaders and senior managers to ask about their
experiences or discuss with them about specific situations happening in my daily work.
My husband sometimes misunderstood and my marriage had been threatened”(p.139)*

For this reason, more than 30 percent of women in Mai’s (2007) study claimed
that they were excluded from informal networks which could help them share
difficulties in their jobs as well as learn more from senior administrators. Furthermore,
it prevented them from assessing promotion information and the necessary steps to
advance in their career. Seventy eight percent women in Mai’s sample stated that they
had fewer promotion opportunities in comparison with their male colleagues.

One more reason leading to the under-representation of women in the senior
leadership position in colleges and universities that was missed in Mai’s (2007) study
but this situation has happened in Vietnam in practice as it is quoted in studies on
women leaders in higher education in other contexts, especially, in the Asian countries.
It is the small proportion of women, who hold higher education qualifications; an

important criterion for promotion to senior position and a strong indication of research

activities (see Cooke, 2006; Luke, 2001; Tsang & Zhang, 2006). In Vietnam, the

% \Gi twr cach la nir c&n bo qudn Iy, t6i di gap nhimg khé khan sau. Thoi gian danh cho chéng con, ba
Me it hon so véi liic chira lam quan 1y, Giai doan dau, khi méi lam Quan Iy, trong diéu kién chuwa droc
dao tao qua truong lop qUan ly, t6i phai ti doc tai lieu kha nhiéu vé cong tac quan 1y nha truong, cong
tac nhan sy.Toi phdi tlep xtc nhiéu hiéu trueng, can bg quan Iy gido duc ldu nam dé hoc hoi kinh nghi¢m
hodc trao doi dé xin y kién xit ly nhiing tinh huéng khé khan ciia co quan. Béi hic con bi chong hiéu lam,
cd lic tuong chiing hanh phic gia dinh tan bi vé.
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percentage of female professors, associate professors and PhDs at colleges and
universities remains very modest. Currently, women only account for roughly 11
percent of total doctors and masters, 5 percent of full professorship and associate
professors and only 1 percent of professors are women®’. In comparison with the
statistics on intellectual women in 1999 in Tuyet’s (2005) edited book mentioned
previously [see 3.5.5.1], the number of women professors was considerably decreased.
This low number of women with higher degrees has led to a stalling of women’s career
progress at colleges and universities in Vietnam in contrast to a faster rate for their male
counterparts. According to one female Vietnamese professor, who has been just
conferred this title in 2010%; scientific research is hard work, which involves a lot of
energy and time. Meanwhile, women cannot expend all their time on research activities
as they have to fulfil their family duties. This woman professor confirmed that in
general, women in Vietnam have to put more effort and work harder than men in order
to achieve successes in their careers.

Besides the common obstacles that Vietnamese women share with women
leaders in higher education in all over the world mentioned above, like other working
Vietnamese women, women in higher education in Vietnam, especially, women in
public colleges and universities face other local challenges that may affect their career
advancements. To some extent, the appointment to senior leadership positions in public

sector of higher education in Vietnam tends to be political selection but it is not as

37 Speech of Prof. Dr. Banh Tien Long, Vice-President of the State Council for Professor Title of Vietnam
at the meeting with female professors and associate professors appointed in 2010 on the occasion of
Vietnamese Women Day on October 20th, 2010. Source from http://english.vietnamnet.vn retrieved on
October 26, 2010.

% In the meeting with female professors and associate professors appointed in 2010 on the occasion of
Vietnamese Women Day on October 20th, 2010. Source from http://english.vietnamnet.vn retrieved on
October 26, 2010.
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transparent as that happened to Malaysian women in higher education in Luke’s (2001)
research. In case of Vietnam, to be a member of CPV is unofficially compulsory for
those, who want to be appointed to leadership positions in all occupations, particularly,
for people working in the state sector. Among more than three million CPV’s
members®, women have only occupied a very modest number in Party committees at all
levels with less than 13 percent in the term from 2006-2011%. According to the
statistics of the Central Party Committee and VWU in 2006, the percentage
of women participating in the Tenth Party Congress was 8.12 percent, among those, the
number of women, who are party membersat city/provincial, district and
commune/ward levels were 11.75 percent, 14.74 percent and 15.08 percent
respectively*’. Based on this information, the ratio of men to women in party
membership was nearly ten to one. This fact indicates that women are minority in
CPV’s membership. It also means that the promotion opportunities to senior positions in
public sector, for example, in public colleges and universities for women are narrower
than that for men in Vietnam.

The compulsory retirement age for women in all state public sectors including
public colleges and universities in higher education in Vietnam is fifty five, whereas
men can work until sixty. Thus, being promoted, women have to prepare in five years
earlier than men. This could be a double challenge for Viethamese women, who may
also have had to pass over earlier opportunities in their career development (Worldbank,

2006). Following is a speech of woman, which summarises difficulties that Vietnamese

% Source from the www.cpv.org.vn retrieved on August 26" 2010.

“Source from the Office of the National Committee for Advance of Women (NCFAW) from
http://hoilhpn.org.vn/ retrieved on August 26™ 2010.

* Source from the www.cpv.org.vn and http://hoilhpn.org.vn/retrieved on August 26™ 2010.
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women working in the state sector have experienced in their career advancement
because of the current retirement age policy.
“I am 30 years old and just completing my master’s degree. There is a special
political training for senior civil servants, which is an important condition for civil
servants to be promoted to a leadership position. The criteria for participants are
men under 41 and women under 36 years old with a certain salary level (3.6). In
order to get this level, I would need 8 years more. By this time | will be 38 years
old and will no longer be eligible to participate in the training. If I were a man, |
would still be eligible until I was 40. It is so unfair. | have worked so hard but
already my chances are over before I ever really began! 42
Because of such policy, by the time a Viethamese woman rises to a senior
position she is close to compulsory retirement age and automatically is not considered
for further trainings or promotions. Most of women in Mai’s (2007) research [57
percent] already were between forty to fifty years old when they were appointed as
chiefs of division, the starting point of administration in the colleges and universities.
“This effectively puts an early hold on women’s advancement to senior positions
comparison with men” (Vo, 2009, p. 233).

It is important to note that according to the Government’s Decree
No. 71/2000/ND-CP issued on November 23 2000 regarding to the prolongation of
retirement age for public employees including those, who have possessed a doctorate or
have been conferred titles of associate professor and professor working in public
institutes, academies, and universities can be considered to extend their working time
from one year to no more than five years. However, during this time, as cited in the

Article 3 of this Decree, they do not hold any leadership or managerial positions. It

means that at the age of fifty five, women working in academe have to retire from the

*2 Speech of a female officer of Ministry of Planning and Investment at World Bank gender workshop in
Hanoi Source from Worldbank. (2006). Vietnam Country Gender Assessment. Retrieved 27/9/2007, from
www.worldbank.org
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administrative positions but can continue to work [for example, as full time teaching
staff] until they are sixty unless they possess such credentials. However, as mentioned
previously, with only 11 percent of total doctors and masters, 5 percent of full
professorship and associate professors are women®?; this chance is very slim for women
working in the public sector of higher education. Because this retirement age extension
policy is also applied to men and it does not allow both male and female academics to
hold any decision-making positions, the essence of the compulsory current retirement
age is still a cutting Vietnamese women’s careers short five years early and harming
their professional development.

From the review of literature in the Vietnamese context, it appears that journeys
to the senior leadership position in higher education have not been smooth for
Vietnamese women. Besides common barriers that Vietnamese women shares with
senior women leaders in higher education worldwide, they also have to deal with further
challenges that generated from the distinctive cultural, political, economic and social
characteristics of the Vietnamese society. These challenges are the legacies of the
patriarchal Confucian philosophy on gender relations that is not thoroughly addressed,
which preserves unconsciously traditional values and beliefs that welcome women’s
subordination to men, for example, by recognising “three obediences” as women’s
virtues; of constant wars, in which, because of the influence of collectivism, the
essence of women’s liberalisation and movements was relied on and for national
interests [as means to gather women to take part in the national liberation] but not based

on gender relations in a patriarchal society; and of a DOI MOI, a renovation policy that

*% Speech of Prof. Dr. Banh Tien Long, Vice-President of the State Council for Professor Title of Vietnam
at the meeting with female professors and associate professors appointed in 2010 on the occasion of
Vietnamese Women Day on October 20th, 2010. Source from http://english.vietnamnet.vn retrieved on
October 26, 2010.
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push women at the same time to have to work hard to compete with men in the
workplace while fulfilling their multiple roles as wives, mothers and daughters. It is
within a combination of these factors and influences, a few Vietnamese women have
stood out and achieved the top position as Rectors and directors in public higher
education institutions. But how did they get there?

The literature review in the previous chapter helped to inform several factors
that are considerably important for women in other settings, especially, in the US, to
advance in higher education with the position of college and university President. Given
the influence of parents, husband and spouses; educational achievement; mentoring;
networking and appropriate leadership styles have helped women in those contexts in
their career successes, this study aimed to reveal the practice of a number of Vietnamese
women Rectors at selected public universities in Vietnam to study how these factors
exhibit in the Vietnamese women Rectors’ lives and to identify other factors, if any, that
enable them succeed in obtaining their leadership positions. In the next chapter, 1 will

discuss the specific processes and steps in conducting this research.
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Chapter 4: Research methods

To this point, the theoretical bases of the study and some links to literature on
leadership have been outlined. A sketch of aspects of Vietnamese history and culture
was also provided in the previous chapter as a means to situate the study and the
contexts, in which the occurrence of women Rectors can be understood. To recap this
far, it can be seen that the possibility of women becoming Rectors in Vietnam arose at a
particular time; with the implementation of the DOl MOI policy in 1986. Further to
this, it has been argued that knowledge these women have of this new social reality,
their standpoints as female Rectors, can be found in experiences they recount of moving
into and working as a Rector. With this in mind, to answer the core question of what
understanding about women leaders in higher education in Vietnam can be obtained
from the lived-experiences of a few successful women Rectors at selected public
universities in their journeys to the top, the questions guiding this study were to do
with: their personal backgrounds, the paths they followed to gain this top level position;
their leadership practices including challenges [if any] and solutions; and the advice
they would pass on to other women aspiring to enter similar senior leadership positions.

This chapter details the research methodology and the forms of analysis used to
describe and interpret these questions. This is done across four sections. The first
section explains the reasons for the use of qualitative research and the approach taken to
a case study approach and a multi-case case study design. The bases for participant
selection, how they were approached and profiled are then detailed. Data collection
methods and processes are outlined in section two which includes a description of how
the in-depth interviews and observations were carried out and details of document

reviews of the participant’s backgrounds. In section three I describe the data collection
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process and how | prepared myself to do the fieldwork on location in Vietnam. A
description is then given of the problems involved in transcribing the interviews and
then translating them from Vietnamese into English. Section four provides an overview
of the processes of data analysis and the generation of categories and themes for
determining the standpoints of the four Rectors and how the data were coded and
presented. The chapter concludes with the problems of validation of the research,
ethical considerations, issues of conducting research in the Vietnamese context and my

own thoughts from the field.

4.1  Reasons for qualitative research

My study was conducted based on qualitative research methodology. According
to Dorothy Smith (2007) what happens to women and how they experience it can
contribute to new models and “alternative ways of thinking” (p.86) about how women
express their concrete experiences. This can be the point for building new knowledge
from concrete descriptions of their own life histories. Qualitative research is used in the
manner Smith describes for two reasons. The reflections of the women Rectors provides
little known information of what women do in gaining and operating as Rectors in an
area previously the domain of men. The number of women Rectors in public
universities, only no more than a handful since 1986, means that quantitative
approaches are not useful due to this small population. On this basis, the study began
with asking “what” Rectors did and “how” they went about their work as Rectors.
Qualitative questions are a kind that is especially suitable for studies, which are
exploratory and aim to establish a basic understanding of the overall situation (Creswell,

2007; Denzin & S.Lincoln, 2000; Gay, Mills, & Airasian, 2006). The approach is
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especially useful for researchers when information is lacking in an area and it is
important to discover rather than validate or confirm the results of preceding studies.
Given the fact that the situation of senior women leaders in higher education in Vietnam
is a little known topic and their experiences are still hidden, qualitative approach is a
suitable choice to implement this study.

Furthermore, qualitative researchers seek to understand about the way things are,
why they are that way and how the participants in the context perceive them (Creswell,
2007; Merriam, 2002). It means “qualitative researchers study things in their natural
settings, attempting to make sense of, or interpret, phenomena in terms of meanings
people bring to them” (2005, p. 3) without a guiding statement about what might or
might not be true about those experiences or their contexts (Gay, et al., 2006). This type
of research allows a researcher the opportunity to enter participants’ worlds and to see
this world through their lens while making discoveries, which will “contribute to the
development of empirical knowledge” (Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p. 16).These
characteristics of qualitative research define and blend with my aim, which was to gain
an understanding the situation of women leaders in higher education in Vietnam through
the experiences of women Rectors at selected public universities.

According to Creswell (2007), there are five acceptable qualitative approaches
that are most frequently used including narrative research, phenomenology, grounded
theory, ethnography, and case studies. Each method represents a different approach, but
all are exploratory and aim to describe the human situations through rich language in
essence (Creswell, 2007; Denzin & S.Lincoln, 2000). While a form of auto ethnography

was used to describe my personal history and my position within the field studied, a
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41.1

case study, specifically, multi-case case study approach was intentionally taken to

capture the experiences of women rector participants.

Case study approach

Case study approach is used primarily when researchers aim to obtain a
comprehensive understanding of a relatively small number of persons, phenomena, or
situations (Patton, 2002). It also helps to gather, analyse and interpret data about a
phenomenon which is inadequately explained within existing theories (Merriam, 1998).
As cited in Chapter 1, while other problems of contemporary higher education in
Vietnam such as autonomy, financing, quality and quantity have been discussed,
studying gender in higher education in leadership, on the situation of a few senior
women leaders is a new issue in this field. As preceding studies have not adequately
focused on this problem, the case study method becomes an instrumental tool for
examining multiple perspectives on this topic. Within a case study design, it is possible
to uncover concrete aspects of the lives of women Rectors as they are bounded in time
and by activities, which have to be carried out by women as university Rectors. As |
see, the strengths of a case study helps to not only understand a particular individual or
organisation but also to understand the broader context and other related issues (Stake,
2000). Insights obtained from case studies can directly influence policy, practice, and
future research (Merriam, 1998) and to suggest implications for the situation of women
leaders in higher education in Vietnam as a whole. This move from method, to
descriptions of the cases of women as standpoints in Chapters 5 to 8 and the ways in

which women become and engage as Rectors is the basis for defining the implications
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for the continuation of women into these positions in contemporary Vietnam in Chapter

10.

4.1.1.1 Multi-case case study design

| applied multi-case case study design in my research with the intention to
pursue women Rectors to share their unique stories. With a small population of women
Rectors in public universities in Vietnam, a collection of cases helps me to understand
the researched problem more thoroughly based on the use of a replication strategy. |
lean towards Yin's (2003) view that the development of consistent findings, over
multiple cases, then can be considered a very robust finding, which mitigates inherent
weaknesses of a single case study approach. This means that two or more cases
investigated within the same study can be considered as equivalent to multiple
experiments that is, to follow replication logic. If the replications are found in several
cases, the researchers can have more confidence in the overall results. Both case studies
and multi-case studies are usually studies of particularisation more than generalisation
(Stake, 2006). A multi-case study increased the confidence of my analytic inferences
and conclusions by serving me informing the common characteristics of women
participants in journeys they followed as they became respected and established Rectors
in selected public universities in Vietnam. In addition, since my study identified itself
an exploration in nature, if all four cases of women Rectors, or most of these, provide
similar results, the result of this study could be a considerable supporting source for the
development of a preliminary knowledge on the study of women leaders in higher

education in Vietnam (Eisenhardt, 1989).

4.1.2 Participants’ selection
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4.1.2.1 The search for participants

This qualitative multi-case study research’s population were derived from
purposive sampling, a strategy in which, sample members are selected because they
have particular criteria (Miles & Huberman, 1994) or who have knowledge or direct
experiences regarding the research inquiry (Stake, 2000; Yin, 2003). This has been the
purpose in my study required women Rectors at public universities in Vietham. Owing
to my working experience for the MOET for more than a decade, | was able
immediately to name those women. However, being conscious to recognise the
importance of choosing the cases (Yin, 2003), and to ensure my own interests would
not bias the research study, | had to seek the permission of the Chief of the Minister’s
Office in the MOET to allow me to access internal annual college and university phone
directories to look for my potential participants. These annual directories provide the
Rector’s mailing addresses, email addresses, and phone numbers. Based on my search
on these documents, there have been seven women, who have been appointed as
Rectors at public universities in Vietnam. Serving as a woman official of the Higher
Education Department of the MOET, | was lucky enough to have either direct contact or
effective relationships, which allowed me to approach six of them including both sitting
and retired women Rectors. One former Rector, because of her present high ranking
status in politics®, could not be contacted. All six remaining women were initially
contacted by direct phone call and later by email to explain the purpose of the research

and asking them to volunteer to participate in this study. Of these, four women agreed to

44 This woman who changed from higher education to politics when she was in her available age to
engage in senior leadership position in the public sector [under 55 years old]. Since she has moved to the
politics, she also gained a special privilege that secures her position with strictly special protection as her
position is equivalent as the Vice President of Vietnam.
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involve themselves in the research while two others; one has been just in her position
for two months and one, because of her busy schedule refused to take part in my study.

The four women Rectors came from different institutional contexts according to
Mai’s (2007) college and university grouping with one from Engineering and Industries,
one from Arts and Cultures, and two from Economics and Law. This fits with Stake’s
(2006) emphasis on the value of diversity in a multi-case study. “An important reason
for doing the multi-case study is to examine how the program or phenomenon performs
in different environments. When cases are selected carefully, the design of a study can
incorporate a diversity of contexts” (p. 23). On this base, the women participants each
comprised a case of the past and present population of women in this position in
Vietnam.

4.1.2.2 Profiles of participants

Four women Rectors were willing to take part in this study. Their ages ranged
from middle forties to sixty. At the time of the interviews, all four women were married
and had children with maximum of two. One woman has been in her first rector term for
nearly two years and three others already retired from their offices and returned to full
time teaching job at their institutions®. Among them, three women have been promoted
to be the Rectors after serving their universities for more than one or two decades. One
woman had the very deep and special attachment to her institution, for which she
worked because of her alumni status. They all have had institutional memory through
their experiences to present their thoughts, feelings, ideas that enabled me to get a better

understanding of women Rectors and what they have gone through in their journeys to

** See 3.7.2 in Chapter 3, part about the extension retirement age policy for people working in the public
sector in Vietnam

90



the top. While all of the four women Rectors began their careers as faculty members in
public universities, they were appointed to administrative positions at some different
occasion and in different capacities. This provided an opportunity to learn of the

complexity of their journeys to the rectorship and the contexts, in which they occurred.

4.1.3 Data collection methods

Given that the population was a small but elite group of women and that the
purpose was to document and describe their experiences and points of view, the data
collection methods had to rely mainly on in-depth interviews with Rectors themselves.
Other fundamental methods relied on by qualitative researchers such as participating in
the setting and direct observation and analysing documents and material culture as
described by Marshall and Rossman (2006) had to be approached in other ways. The
fact that | had encountered these women as part of my work made it possible for me to
approach them personally for an in-depth interview, but the differences in rector status
and interviewer had to be considered and planned for prior to the interviews. In this
section | will describe the approach taken to interviewing and ways | used to back this

up with other details that could broaden contextual aspects.

4.1.3.1In-depth interviews

In-depth interviews as employed in my study have been used extensively in
qualitative research as the main method for data collection (Creswell, 2007; Marshall &
Rossman, 2006). An advantage of this form of interview is that it allows the interviewee
the scope to reflect on past experiences and elaborate on them with much more depth
than in a survey, where questions are asked without consideration of the contexts.
Conducting in-depth interviews gave me the opportunity to capture the thoughts,
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perceptions, feelings and experiences of the women participants in their own words for
subsequent data interpretation. This type of interview also differs from direct
observation as the intention is to elicit data that can not be observed. As Patton (2002)
argues:

We cannot observe everything. We cannot observe feelings, thoughts, and

intentions. We cannot observer behaviours that took place at some previous

point in time. We cannot observe situations that preclude the presence of an
observer. We cannot observe how people have organized the world and the
meanings they attach to what goes on in the world. We have to ask people

questions about those things (p. 341).

This method of interviewing also fits within the traditional feminist model of
qualitative research that claims to “convey a deeper feeling for or more emotional
closeness to the persons studied” (Jayaratne, 1983, p. 145) since the voices of women
have been ignored for a long time in social research and recorded history. This is also
the case of these women Rectors within Vietnam. A difference is that the women being
interviewed occupy high status positions, which had to be addressed when designing the
interview questions and in conducting the interviews.

In Vietnam, Rectors, both women and men in public universities, are considered
as elites. Working with those elites places a demand on the ability of the interviewer
(Marshall & Rossman, 2006) who is often from a lower social position. This being the
case for me. | had to prepare myself carefully to project an accurate understanding of
the research and provide thoughtful interviews questions. Otherwise, | would not be
taken seriously by these women, who are themselves sophisticated in managing the
interview process, for example from their experiences of interview with the press or
other media (Marshall & Rossman, 2006). Luff (1999, cited in Warren, 2002) points out

that most feminist researchers often study “powerless” women. They always try to

conduct interviews in a manner that does not further oppress the interviewees by
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emphasising power-sharing and by not making the respondents feel vulnerable during
the interview. Feminists claim that it is unacceptable for researchers to further oppress
women in the name of academic research (Westmarland, 2001). However, these
inherent assumptions in feminist studies may not be transferred to research on powerful
women like mine on women Rectors. Interviewing those women indicates that the
balance of power is not always tilted mainly towards the interviewer.

My aim was to focus on the experiences of women university Rectors. As this
inquiry was considered as an exploratory one, and given the research topic is little-
known, within its scope, | decided to exclude the voices of others such as the university
staff, who work with them and their friends or family members. | wanted to listen only
to the voices of the women rector participants first. Time constraints on the availability
of the Rectors and my having to return twice to Vietnam to conduct the interviews
meant that the one opportunity open to meet with them had to count if the research was
to succeed in its purpose. This was to allow them the chance to give their own
interpretations and thoughts about their experiences rather than rely on other people’s
interpretations on their lives.

Depending on the research questions, in-depth interviews are usually carried out
based on a number of interview options such as structured, semi-structured, or open-
ended forms (Marshall & Rossman, 2006). In conducting this research, a semi-
structured interview format was used. An advantage of this format is that while the
researchers ask set of questions, the conversational style allows it to flow more naturally
and make more room for the interviewees to react and talk freely about their common
interests (Marshall & Rossman, 2006). Thus the semi-structured interview format | used

ensured that the same questions were asked to remain focusing on the topic of this study
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as well as allowing for additional items emerging to be expanded on as the interviews
progressed. The set of open-ended interview questions to answer guiding research
questions [see Appendix 4] used in this study based on the research questions raised in
Chapter 1 and with reference to the literature review. The interviews questions consisted
of major areas about each Rector’s family background, education, stages in her
professional career, leadership experiences, challenges or barriers [if any] she
encountered and coping strategies, views on women leaders and advice to other women
contemplating an senior position in career. All the questions designed originally in
English were then translated into Vietnamese to be sent to the Rectors in the lead into

the interviews.

41.3.2 Observation and document review

Observations and document reviews were also carried out to supplement the in-
depth interviews. This use of multi-methods or methodological triangulation (Denzin,
1978 cited in Denzin, 2006) reflects an attempt to secure a significant understanding of
the phenomena in question. Observation prior to and during the interviews provided a
chance to understand the contexts, in which the women’s behaviours took place, to note
their body language and to learn things about which women might be reluctant to
discuss in the interviews. Reviewing documents is “an unobtrusive method, rich in
portraying the values and belief of participants in the setting” (Marshall & Rossman,
2006, p. 107). This was a useful source of well-grounded data that | drew on to gain
information from curriculum vitae [CV], websites and newspaper and journal articles
about the universities and women Rectors. In utilising these methods, it became
apparent that as Fontana and Frey (2000) suggest, that “[hJuman beings are complex,

and their lives are ever changing; the more methods we use to study them, the better our
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chances to gain some understanding of how they construct their lives and the stories

they tell us about them” (p.668).

4.1.4 Data collection process and fieldwork preparation

The data collection process actually began at the time when | received the
confirmation to participate in my study from four women Rectors. Following their
acceptances, | requested each of them to email me their CVs to enable me have a deeper
understanding of their personal background, education and career path prior the
interviews. | also looked for more information about them, their appointments and their
institutions by a source of documents mentioned above to provide an audit trail
corresponding to their CVs where information was available. Although | had initial
contacts with those women at different levels while working for the MOET, this
investigation in advance made me feel more secure and confident in later interviews
with these elite women.

After receiving approval from the Ethic committee of Griffith University
[EBL/24/08/HREC] in Australia in August 2008 for this study, | contacted the women
again by mail and requested them to join me in planning the fieldwork by making
suggestion how and at what time they would like to proceed. | informed them that |
could start from the end December 2008 after preparing logistics to conduct interviews
in Vietnam. | also reminded them that | would bring my daughter home and need time
to settle down her study here. As a result, the interviews were undertaken in two stages.
In the first stage, two women were interviewed from late December 2008 to March
2009 and the next two between December 2009 and February 2010. The reasons for this
long delay, on the one hand, was because of the timetable of some women were busy

with two retired women Rectors teaching abroad for one semester. Because of the
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nature of this study and the small population of women Rectors in public universities in
Vietnam, | had little control over the choice of when the interviews were conducted,; this
depended on each woman’s schedule. Therefore, | had to wait on their convenience and
at one point; I thought that the thesis could not be completed if | had to wait longer.

On a brighter side, after bringing my daughter back to Vietnam from school in
Australia, | realised the time it was taking for her to get used to the studying
environment in Vietnam she was only in a first grade student when we left for Australia.
On our return for the interviews | found that she could not write or think in proper
Vietnamese. Thus, she had to learn again all those things and | had to help her in this
matter. However, owing to this break after the first two interviews, | had time to review

what | had done and to be better prepared for the last two interviews.

41.4.1 Conducting interviews

The interviews took place in two cities in Vietnam, in Hanoi and Hochiminh
city, where the women lived and worked. The distance between these two was about
nearly three hours by plane. 1 interviewed two women in each place. All the interviews
took place in their women’s campus offices. This gave me the chance to observe them
and their colleagues in the workplaces. Each interview was scheduled from sixty to
ninety minutes but they all lasted more than the allotted time. Because Vietnamese is
the official national language, all the interviews were carried out in this language. It was
convenient for the women participants as their native language made it easier for them
to tell their stories more smoothly. The interviews were digitally recorded with the
participants’ permission.

Conducting the types of interviews | was doing was challenging, first because of

the difficulty it poses for securing the anonymity of the subjects and for encouraging
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honest and open responses (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2007). In addition, in the
collectivist Vietnamese culture, it is not appropriate to talk with strangers about
individual life in a direct way, especially when each woman interviewee was considered
powerful women in their profession. From the Rector’s point of view in the interview,
to speak of individual success could be taken as their being boastful or seeking taking
too much credit for themselves over others working for a common goal. For elite or
powerful women, saving face is more important than that for others, more ordinary
women. However, | still hoped to have successful and meaningful interviews. This aim
is only fulfilled if the interview was to be an exchange of trust and honesty between me
and the women participants. In my case, because all of four women had their doctorates
and conducted their theses overseas, at least, | already shared with them this common
characteristic. But there remained the problem of whether they could tell me their
stories openly and see me as an insider, a woman, like them, working in higher
education. Thus, before each interview, even if the participant did not ask me about my
research and my personal information, | still offered her that information to gain her
reliance.

During the interview, field notes were taken to capture non-verbal expressions as
well as the reactions of the women participants that were difficult to detect from the
digital voice recordings. This tactic provided further information during the data
analysis process. At the end of each interview, | told the women that I would give them

copies of all the transcriptions to review for their correction.

4.1.4.2 Transcribing the interviews
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Transcribing began once the interviews were completed. | remained in Hanoi to
do the transcription as this was close with my family and | could save money to pay for
the high cost of renting a house in Australia, as | was constrained by the financial
resource to complete the program. Also, being in Hanoi was important as | wanted to be
in close contact with the women Rectors to make any alteration they might have wanted
to their stories. Initially, | had intended to pay for the interview transcription, the cost
was a considerable amount of money and in doing so, | would miss what Creswell
(2007), Marshall and Rossman (2006) call a full engagement [immersion] with the data
when it came to the process of data analysis. Thus, | became very familiar with my
women participants’ stories by transcribing all the interviews by myself. | started to
transcribe right after each interview was finished. It helped me to keep the event fresh in
my mind. The transcription was done as follows. Firstly, | transcribed the interviews
directly into Vietnamese by hand. Then, my sister helped me finish the typing. After
cross checking my hand writing draft, my sister’s typed version while listening to the
interviews again, a complete copy of each transcription was sent to each woman
participant to check if there were any errors or confusions regarding their interview
responses. This tactic ensured that the source for later data analysis was accurate and
truthful.

Transcribing is time consuming but it is a crucial step for the data analysis and
interpretation (Cohen, et al., 2007). It took me hours with more than one hundred A4
pages of transcriptions in Vietnamese. The way Vietnamese people answer the
interview questions is not direct. They talk around for some time before going to the
main ideas. | felt frustrated, occasionally, with listening again and again to repetitions in

the interviews. During the time | was waiting for the feedback from the women, | was
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worried because even though | designated the date for the women to return me the
transcription after checking written information on it, the fastest time I received it was a

fortnight later than the due date. However, no one requested any amendments.

4.1.4.3 Translating the interviews

Because the interviews were conducted in Vietnamese, after receiving the
transcriptions from women Rectors, | had to translate them into English, the medium of
instruction of my doctoral course in Australia by myself for later presentation for data
analysis and presentation. And being aware that wrong translation would distort the
data, I carefully chose the words and phrases that would precisely convey the meaning
of the data as accurately as | possible. But it was challenging experiences because of the
language connotations as a great deal of meaning can be lost in translation. Where a
simple phrase in Vietnamese, for example, can have extensive and implicit meaning for
a Vietnamese person who picks up on nuances, the same phrase loses all contextual and
cultural meaning in English.

According to Marshall and Rossman (2006), there are not any simple strategies
to address issues associated with translation. They recommend that including phrases
and words in the original language in the final draft serves as an ethical reminder to the
readers that the interview is originally conducted in a language other than English.
Therefore, in this thesis, to inform the readers that translation has occurred, all the
translations shown in the analysis were italicised and put into quotation marks. | also
put the original phrases and words of women participants’ in Vietnamese, often
italicised, in the footnote for each translation. | have accepted this state as a present

reality of carrying out research across two countries, which is more truthful than
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projecting one into the other as if the difference are not theoretical and practical matters
in themselves.

It was critical that the research was truthful and transparent and that all
reasonable safety measures were enforced. Therefore, the data analysis process was

open and followed the procedure stated in the next section.

4.1.,5 Data analysis

Data analysis is a critical component of all research; it is “the process of
systematically searching and arranging the interview transcriptions, field notes, and
other materials that you accumulate to enable you to come up with findings” (Bogdan &
Biklen, 2003, p. 147). Nevertheless, a clear formula for analysing data in qualitative
studies bearing an exploring nature like mine is not available. Merriam (1998) contends
that “case study does not claim any particular methods for data collection or data
analysis” (p.28). Patton (2002) further notes that “qualitative analysis transforms data
into findings. No formula exists for that transformation. Guidance, yes. But no recipe...
the final destination remains unique for each inquirer, known only when - and if -
arrived at” (p.432). However, qualitative researchers, in general, analyse data
inductively by organising them into categories or themes, constructs and concepts that
produce a descriptive, narrative synthesis (Gay, et al., 2006).

The analysis of this study actually happened simultaneously with the data
collection process (Gay, et al., 2006; Merriam, 1998). | wrote field notes by noting ideas
and reflections and I also took notes during the interview. This information facilitated a
more complete and contextualised analysis of the data. The data collected from the
interviews then were organised for each woman and saved on the computer. Each

recording was labelled and following transcription [which was checked by women
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Rectors], all stored in the individual computer files. The data were also backed up on an
external hard drive. The later analytical procedure of this study was implemented

following steps.

4.1.5.1 Generating categories and themes

Generating categories is a fundamental step in data analysis of qualitative
studies. Based on the literature and guiding research questions, | identified several
provisional categories. These categories were developed as a priori codes and they were
broad and both descriptive and interpretative (Johnson & Christensen, 2003). Those
codes were either kept as stated or were modified and checked against new data in the
subsequent interviews. Prior categories were identified including: biographical data,
career development, leadership practices, challenges and solution strategies and advice.
Based on these priori codes, interview transcriptions, observations, field notes, and
documents, | followed “categorical-content perspective” narrative method of data
analysis (Lieblich, Mashiach, & Zilber, 1998) to identify subcategories or inductive
codes (Johnson and Christensen, 2003). The “categorical-content perspective” method
of analysis involved “breaking the text into relatively small units of content and
submitting them to either descriptive or statistical treatment” (Lieblich et al., 1998,
p.112). In this stage, the broad provisional categories identified were subsequently
broken down into subcategories by line-by-line analyses of interview transcriptions [see
an example in Appendix 5] supported by field notes, and other documents. Neuman
(2006) suggests that these smaller, more concise segments give a more accurate analysis
of the data and consequently this allowed me to the space identify new categories that
emerged in the data collection. | then reread these documents several times and

continuously grouped, regrouped subcategories, which shared similar qualities until a
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point was reached, in which a theme was fully developed, saturation was reached, where

new evidence did not provide any additional insights (Creswell, 1998).

4.1.5.2 Coding the data

This phase involved the assigning of the categories or themes with a label or a
sign. In this study, relevant information, which was either a sentence or paragraph in the
transcriptions, was highlighted by different colours in accordance with subcategories
and themes [see Appendix 6 and 7 for examples of coding process at intrapersonal level
and interpersonal level with the coding framework is applied to woman’s speeches to
identified initial subcategories or inductive codes]. This process was implemented on
hard copies of the transcriptions because it was easier for me to read. These documents
were then referred to in the Word processing to highlight like information. The

information was then again collated and cross referenced.

4.1.5.3 Data presentation

A narrative structure was a chosen as a means to present the life stories of each
women Rector participating in this study. The data analysis was presented firstly using
within-case analysis information, where each single case is treated as a comprehensive
case, and then, a cross-case analysis was built into a story across a number of cases
(Miles & Huberman, 1994). Through the joining of words and categories, those
women’s stories were described and insights into their experiences and perceptions and

the circumstances or moments in their lives and careers could be revealed.

4.1.6 Researcher’s role
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As was mentioned earlier, in qualitative research, the role of the researcher is the
primary data collection instrument (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Thus, from the
beginning it was necessary for me to identify any personal values, assumptions, biases
related to the subjects of this study as | was aware of how they may influence this study.

I am a Vietnamese woman born and raised in Vietnam. | also have worked in
higher education sector in Vietnam for quite a long time, and | am very familiar with
higher education within this context. From my own personal observations during my
education process and the experience while working for the MOET, | came to see that
women were minority in senior ranks in colleges and universities in Vietnam. As an
insider, 1 was also obsessive about revealing the voices of these successful women
Rectors and to work with them to make sense of their experiences. However, within
feminist standpoint epistemology, | could be seen as an outsider. | was inspired by a
prior experience of interacting with the four women Rectors. But this standpoint that
gave me a new understanding of the women’s marginalisation in higher education in
Vietnam and allowed me to reconsider my past experience and probability of my future
as a Vietnamese woman working in the higher education sector. Thus, | wanted to
clarify and put aside any speculations, beliefs and preconceived notions of what the
answer should be in the interviews and during my analysis. This process was one of
“epoche”, or bracketing (Moustakas, 1994). During the interviews, | listened to the
participants’ stories in an open and receptive manner so as to see their experiences in a
new way and from a fresh perspective. As suggested by Moustakas (1994), | also tried
to push away, at least temporarily, my biased thoughts or feelings that | felt might

hamper my being as objective as possible during the interviews and later, in data
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analysis. My aim was to represent the realities of the interviews as truthfully as possible
while constantly controlling my biases.

Nevertheless, it was very difficult as Moustakas (1994) further argues that
performing “epoche” is a challenge for researchers as it is difficult to suspend one’s
biases completely, especially for a novice researcher like me. Otherwise, all biases must
be recognised and transparent. | started this thesis by telling my story, which was one
strategy to achieve a more objective status when conducting this research. However, |
do not believe that my link with the researched topic is a real obstacle to this study.
Actually, it helped me to understand the experiences of women participants on a deeper
level as | was persuaded by an argument of Glesne (2006) that “subjectivity, once
recognized, can be monitored for more trustworthy research and subjectivity, in itself,

can contribute to the research” (p. 119).

4.1.7 Validation

Qualitative research has been criticised because it fails to “adhere to canons of
reliability and validation” (LeCompte and Goetz, 1982, p.31 cited in Creswell, 2007) in
the traditional sense. Nevertheless, since qualitative research is inductive (Merriam,
2002), validation and reliability have distinctly different implications within quantitative
research. Creswell (2007) focused on some strategies frequently used by qualitative
researchers to ensure the validation of the qualitative research method such as prolonged
engagement and persistent observation in the field; developing deep, thick description;
clearing the researcher biases from the outset of the study; external audit; triangulation;
peer review; member checking and so on. This author also recommended a minimum of
two procedures for verification in any given study. In this research, to establish validity

and dependability of the data, | applied some of recommended tactics.
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Firstly, 1 used multiple and different sources as methodological triangulation
(Denzin, 1978 cited in Denzin, 2006) to corroborate evident of the phenomenon under
study. To supplement the interviews, | reviewed document from CVs, journal and
newspaper articles, and website regarding the universities and women participants’
personal background and career path. These sources are stable and reliable as they are
free from researcher effect since the information and actions were kept in them
occurring before conducting this research. In addition, rather than relying solely on the
interviews to get direct words from those women Rectors, observation allowed me to
see their responding manners and behaviours in the interviews, their interacts with
faculty staff and colleagues and gained a better understanding of the research setting.
Conclusions of a study are more persuasive when they are corroborated through
multiple sources of information (Yin, 2003).

Peer review (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Meriam, 1988 cited in Creswell, 2007)
was another strategy that | used as an external check of the research process. | was
lucky to have several colleagues, both Vietnamese and foreign-born, who listened to me
when | talked about how | had reached my interpretations. They also gave me their
point of views about this process.

Along with this peer review, member check (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Merriam
1988 cited in Creswell, 2007; Miles & Huberman, 1994) was taken as an important step
to strengthen the validation of the data collected. All copies of written transcriptions
were sent to each participant so that they could judge the accuracy and credibility of the
accounts.

As | mentioned above, the research process was challenging because of the

influence of the lack of literature on this issue and my own personal experience as a

105



Vietnamese woman working in higher education in Vietnam. However, | was aware of
the fact that it was the critical voices of the women participants which would be heard
first and any preconceived notions or biases from me would not influence on this study

which belonged solely to the voices of the women participants.

4.1.8 Ethical considerations

In conducting this qualitative research, my aim was to present trustfully and
honestly the experiences of women Rectors that had happened in their lives and in their
journeys to the top from their own words. Because of such subjectivity and intrusive
nature of qualitative research, ethical concerns may emerge in relation to the benefit and
confidentiality of the women participants. This study followed guideline of informed
consent and protection from harm of Ethic committee of Griffith University.

At the beginning of each interview, each woman participant was provided a
written statement about the purpose of the study in order to make an informed decision.
The women were advised that their participation was voluntary and as such, they were
free to withdraw from this study at any time. They were informed of any known benefits
or risks attributed to their participation in the study. The women also knew that their
privacy and confidentiality would be protected by assigning pseudonym to each of
them. And, | confirmed that all personal data recordings would be destroyed on
completion of this thesis. Actually, I myself did the transcribing, coding and the analysis
of the interviews partly because of these secrecy concerns. Finally, all of the women
were asked to sign an informed consent form detailed that they understood and agreed

to participate voluntarily in this study. However, | saw a dilemma here.

4.1.9 Doing qualitative research in the Vietnamese context
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As a Vietnamese woman research student, | had assumed that if | adhered to the
research protocols that were approved by the Griffith University in Australia, it would
guarantee that my research would go smoothly with its all research process. However, |
found that, sometimes, this was not the case. Qualitative methods were used along with
some analysis of my own place within the study. These approaches do not have the
history and standing in Vietnam as they have in other countries, as Vietnam is a country
sustaining a collective outlook and modes of presentation, where reasons for taking
certain actions are given in terms of working for a common good and not for purely
individual pursuits.

For instance, I met a difficulty when collecting the signed informed consent
documents. The requirement of the informed consent form is unique for Western
practice as it based on the principles of individualism and free will (Marshall &
Rossman, 2006). In fact, it is unnecessary and culturally unsuitable to transfer this
qualitative research convention to the collectivist Vietnamese context (N. T. N. Bich,
2000), where individuals’ thoughts or opinions that are not beneficial to the
communities they represent should not be exposed. Being a part of Vietnamese culture,
it was difficult for me to meet the demand for the protection of human subjects required
by Griffith University in Australia while still respecting the cultural norms operating in
Vietnamese context. Putting people’s names on a piece of paper means to put them in a
more responsible situation rather than protect them in a culturally appropriate way in
Vietnam. Though all four women participants trusted me and were willing to share their
private stories with me, they seemed to be very reluctant to sign the consent form.

According to those women, it is safer if they talk to you than they sign a paper or in
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other words “words fly, writing remains’"*®. More than once in the interviews, | was
reminded that those women would be bound by what they wrote. | had to thank all the
women participants in my research for letting me finish this difficult task when they
accepted my explanation to sign in the consent forms.

Another example is the question about the role of the CPV in these women
appointments. As described in the literature, this is an important factor in career
advancement of not only women but also of most people working in public sector in
Vietnam including in public colleges and universities. Since no woman wanted to talk
about this because of political sensitiveness, | had to assume that they all gained the
political support from CPV in their appointments and this assumption was reinforced by
the fact that in their written CVs, all four women declared that they were CPV’s
members. But how did they get that support and how significant it was in their
appointment was not discovered in the interviews from their own voices. As a result,
this issue was omitted from data presentation and analysis of this study as a given
support that these women gained in their career advancement.

Balancing between western perspectives, which emphasis the individual’s rights
and empowerment, and my own Vietnamese cultural norms was a challenging
experience. In their discussion on the cultural complications in translating ethical
research principles into practice in cross-cultural research, Tilley and Gormley (2007)
argue that “without applying sensitivity to the ways in which research intersects with
cultural norms, participants may be placed at risk when research designs and data
collection procedures are inappropriate for the specific research context” (p. 373). This

statement spoke well for my case.

*® Loi néi gi6 bay or Bit sa ga chét
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In the next four chapters [Chapter, 5, 6, 7 and 8], the stories of the four women
Rectors are presented as individual cases. This presentation allows for an opportunity
for each woman’s life and their individual career development to the rectorship to
surface based on their personal reflections. Each woman’s unique story is presented
both in the form of what they have to say and my interpretations of their responses.
Since my interview questions followed a roughly chronological progression, I choose to
present the story of each woman under the following identified themes generated from
the data collection: biography, family and education; ascension to the rectorship;
leadership practices; challenges, solutions and strategies; and contributing to improve
status of women. Some of the topics in this arrangement fall in line with what were used
by other researchers (e.g. Luke, 2001; Madsen, 2008, 2010; Walton, 1997; Waring,
2003) in their discussions on the experiences of women university Presidents and
administrators in higher education, women in academia in other countries. They are also
relevant to the research questions of my study as well. Given each woman participant
leads an individual life, the beginning of each story will start by a brief description
about the setting, where the interview took place. Also, the end of each story is
following by my reflection [researcher’s thoughts] as a concluding remark. Because the
sample size of this study is limited to the small number of four women in the total of no
more than ten women Rectors [both sitting and retired] at public universities in
Vietnam, to a certain extent, the identities of the women participants may be exposed.
To minimise this possibility, each woman is assigned a pseudonym to maintain their

confidentiality and respect their privacy.

109



Chapter 5: R1

R1 was the youngest and the first woman leader I interviewed. She was in her
middle forties, fashionable and attractive. R1 started her career in higher education in
1991 as a faculty member and steadily climbed up to the leadership ladder until her
appointment as Rector at a two campus university in Hochiminh city*’ in 2008. My first
acquaintance with R1 was in Hanoi*® in 2005 where she represented her university in an
annual conference on higher education. In my memory, R1 was a young woman, who

spoke distinctly and appeared self-confident.

5.1 The setting

R1’s university is a single professional, public university in Hochiminh city, the
most dynamic city in Vietnam. The university offers four-year undergraduate degrees as
well as master and doctoral programs for students from various places and ethnic
backgrounds throughout Vietnam. The university employs around two hundred and fifty
staff and the total of ten thousand and five hundred students studying at seven different
faculties*. There are two campuses, one in the inner city and the other in a suburb. My
interview with R1 took place at the city campus; a site surrounded by small, busy
streets, which looked more like a complex of offices than an academic place. The
campus was under renovation and very dusty. There was a new nine-storey building
mixed with some older buildings. | saw some university staff busy moving out from the
old buildings to the new building. R1’s office was located on the sixth floor of the new

building. My appointment with R1 was at 2 p.m. but | had to wait more than thirty

*" The so called the most dynamic city in Vietnam
*8 The capital of Vietnam
* Source from Education and Training Statistics in academic year 2008 — 2009 of the MOET
110



minutes for her to finish her functional lunch with other colleagues.

The interview was conducted in R1’s office, which was orderly with deep brown
tones of wooden furniture, a number of books, certificates, and pictures. R1 received
me with a smile and asked a female assistant to get water for both of us. She was
dressed in a fashionable suit with careful makeup. | reminded her of my personal
background and briefly explained the purpose of the study before beginning the
interview, which was interrupted several times when R1 had to answer the phone or
staff came in to ask for her advice or signature in some personnel and financial issues.
At one time, | had to stop the interview for fifteen minutes while colleagues asked her
advice about a breakdown of an escalator at the university. Explaining my presence, R1
told her colleagues that | was a research student interviewing her for my thesis and that
she had agreed to participate in my study. Altogether, | spent three hours in her office to
complete the interview. What | observed was a demanding but welcoming working
environment, where R1’s personal staff or others could phone or call at her office with
concerns and questions. It was clear the university staff gave her much respect and
confidence, and that R1 was active and involved in all levels of the university operation.

| felt grateful that she could take part in this study despite her busy working schedule.

5.2 RI’ story

5.2.1 Biography, family and education

R1 comes from an intellectual family in the South of Vietnam. During the
Vietnam War, her family moved to the North where R1 was born. When Vietnam was
reunited in 1975, her family returned to Saigon [now Hochiminh city] where she spent

her high school years. Her good academic results led to R1 being selected to study
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abroad at a famous university in the former USSR, where she gained a degree and then
a PhD in Law at the age of twenty seven.

R1’s family places a lot of emphasis on the pursuit of university education. Her
younger sister who works at another university and her father was an editor in chief of
an educational journal of the North Government of Vietnam. Her mother, a lawyer,
passed away some years ago. When asked about her family background, R1 mentions
her father to some extent, but says “I was close to my mother’s side, especially, I spent
much of my time with my grandfather°. R1 was married early and had her first child in
the final year as an undergraduate student. She has two children. Her husband also has a
doctorate. He was a university lecturer but is now a successful director of an

information technology institute.

5.2.2 Ascension to the rectorship

R1’s career combines both law education and legal practice. Her grandfather
encouraged her to enter higher education and it was under his influence that the idea of
being a faculty member was shaped in her mind from her undergraduate days: “my

»51Marriage to a

grandfather wanted me to become a lecturer at the university
university lecturer strengthened her career orientation resulting in R1 gaining a teaching
job on her return to Vietnam in 1991. As a young and capable woman R1 distinguished
herself among her colleagues as having a doctorate from a prestigious foreign university
with a happy family, a successful husband and two children. R1 had generated a goal,

to be an administrator after several years of teaching. This was a refutation of what

might be expected in Vietnam at the time, but it was something she had learnt from

**T6i gdn gili vi bén me ciia t6i, ddc biét toi séng gan ong ngogi nhiéu
5! Ong ngogi t6i muan t6i tré thanh gidng vién trong truong dai hoc
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overseas faculty leaders. “I started to think about being an administrator because |
wanted to apply my ideas into practice. | wanted to contribute to the higher education
development in Vietnam and did what | thought was good for this cause. This would
only be happening when I was the person in charge ™. Secondly, while she recognised
that she could be of benefit to small groups as a lawyer or as a member of faculty staff,
gaining an administrative position meant her influence would cover a bigger population.
From the position of a staff faculty in 1991, one year later she was promoted to be the
chief of a division. R1 was chosen as the faculty dean in 1995, then deputy Rector in
1996. Finally, after seventeen years working in higher education, she was appointed as
Rector in 2008.

In her journey to the rectorship, R1 did not mention any influential people
during the interview, but she did refer to her family members with great excitement and
deep affection. R1’s grandfather and her mother played significant roles in her life, her
education and her career orientation. She had learnt greatly from them. They were her
models. “My grandfather had a strong influence on me. He was an intellectual. He
studied Laws at the Sorbonne University in Paris, France... I did what my grandfather
expected me to do... My mother also was a good lawyer. She was a role model to me. |
wanted to be like her”®®. R1’s husband also had influenced her career choice because

“at the time we were married, my husband was a lecturer at a famous university in

>2 T6i bat dau nghi dén viéc tré thanh nguoi quan 1y boi vi toi mudn &p dung nhiing ¥ tweng cua toi vao
thuc té. Toi muon déng gép cho su phat trién cua gido duc dai hoc Viét Nam va lam nhing viéc ma toi
cho 1a tér doi véi sur nghlep nay. Piéu nay chi xay ra khi t6i la nguoi ¢ quyén luc.
%3 Ong ngogi cia ti c6 dnh hweng lon doi voi ti. Ong la mgt nha tri thike, ng da timg hoc Lugt &
truong dai hoc Sorbonne ¢ Paris, ¢ Phdp. Téi da lam nhiing gi ma 6ng toi hy vong ¢ t6i. Me Ciia t6i ciing
1 mét ludt sue tot. Ba 1a hinh mdu cua toi. T6i muon tré thanh mét ngueoi nhie ba.
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Vietnam. This fact made me more consistent with my career choice ™.

While teaching in the classroom, R1 also served as a part-time legal consultant
in various organisations such as the city’s Bar Association, Vietnam Lawyers’
Association and the Vietnam International Arbitration Centre. Those part time jobs
helped her to gather concrete examples when talking to students about the application of
how they, as lawyers, apply law into practice. Thus, her lectures were always
convincing and she was often recognised as a good lecturer in her field. While there
was not enough time for R1 to continue teaching after she became a Rector, she still
remained loyal to her part-time job as an arbitrator of the Vietnam International

Avrbitration Centre to update her practical knowledge.

5.2.3 Leadership practices

Although R1 had no formal degrees or certificates in higher education
management, her success was built on “self-confidence” . This was her belief. “I
think self-confidence is really important... You have to believe in your capability. When
| was a lecturer, | was a good one. So (I knew) I could be an authentic leader”™°. Her
skills in higher education management improved through informal learning by watching
senior staff at work and gaining experience from them. Observing those senior
administrators and seeing what did and did not work as leaders for them helped R1 to
develop her own style.

R1 saw herself as a confident, determined woman and she used these personal

values to lead her university. R1 remembered her first year as a Rector as very

> Vao thoi diém chiing téi cui nhau, chong téi da la giang vién cua mét triong dai hoc néi tiéng ¢ Viét
Nam.Viéc nay cang lam téi kién dinh hon véi lya chon nghé nghiép ciia minh.
5 sy tyr tin
% T6i cho la si tir tin rdt quan trong... Ban phdi tin téng vao kha nding cia minh. Khi t6i 1a giang vién
thi t6i 12 mét giang vién tot. Vi vy 6i ciing cé thé tré thanh mét nguoi lanh dao thuc su.
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challenging when she tried to establish some structures, for example, using technology
to publish university reports, setting new agendas, milestones and due dates to
accomplish her missions of running an efficient university. She faced criticisms that she
was over-ambitious and too demanding. However, with accomplishments building over
the last few years, R1 felt quite happy with her choice. “Maybe my leadership style is
not highly appreciated in other contexts, even when it is too fast for my staff to absorb
my ideas, but | am comfortable with that>’. R1 seemed not to be afraid to effect
changes in her office as long as the changes helped her to perform better and achieve
positive results.

R1 viewed her leadership style as totally different from her predecessor’s™.
Through her career up to now, she had developed a leadership style combining elements
of collaboration, command and control. R1 was an inclusive type of Rector. She liked to
know everything happening in her university. “Sometimes, people think | am too
detailed, but I am a sort of person, who likes to hear, see, do and participate. | am the
Rector of this university. | need to share information and be involved in most of the
activities happening in the university”>°. R1 saw herself as a good team member, whose
decisions were affected by the input of others: “I listen to the ideas of my staff, my
colleagues and combine those with my own ideas to make the final decision”®. During

the interview, R1 was engaged, for example, in conversation with her staff on how to

. Co thé phong cach lanh dao cia t6i khéng duoc danh gid cao & trong nhimg hoan canh khac, thgm chi
la qui nhanh dé céc nhan vién cia tdi c6 thé hiéu nhung t6i thay thoai mai véi phong céch nay.
%8 R1 did not indicate what his leadership style was. Because my study did not aim to differentiate the
leadership style of men and women rectors, thus, the information on this matter was not further
investigated.
> Nhieu lac, moi ngueoi nghi téi qud chi tiét nhwng t6i la nguroi muon nghe, nhin, 1am va tham gia. Toi la
hiéu trueng ciia trong va toi can phai duwoc chia xé théng tin va tham gia vao nhiing gi dang dién ra
trong truong.
% 76i ciing ldng nghe y kién ciia can bg trong triomg va cdc dong nghiép két hop nhiing y kién nay khi
dwa ra quyét dinh cugi cung.
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guide students to use the new escalator responsibly in the campus by collecting ideas
from students themselves.

In her recruitment strategy, R1 emphasised that she needed people qualified for
the jobs but not those who needed a job.

“In my opinion, in most universities in Vietnam, the recruitment policy is often

based on the personal relationships of the Rectors. They recruit staff in the

circle of their friends or relatives, then, give them positions that make more

interests for those. For me, every position is given based on the requirement of

the job. Principally, | separate my work from friendship. The application

procedures are transparent. Who is qualified will be interviewed 6l

R1 also confirmed that she was inclined to empower the people who work with
her. She delegated tasks to her team deputy, but she kept the responsibilities for
financial and personal issues. “I encourage my staff; give them opportunities to show
their abilities. However, with the responsibility of the leader, I monitor the final
results . R1 also had high expectations of her staff. “My concern is the result of the
tasks. The more autonomy a faculty has the better result | have asked from its dean and
staff”®®. R1 believed that her leadership style had brought improvements to her
university. “In the last two years, under my leadership, the university has gained

considerable achievements both in terms of scale and in quality of education. Maybe

years later, things will be different but at the moment, | think my leadership is suitable

® Theo ca nhan t6i, viéc tuyén dung trong cdc truong dai hoc van dya va quan hé ca nhan cia hiéu
trwéng nhiéu. Ho tuyen nhimg nguoi 6 quan hé than thiét hay ho hang vao cac vi tri dem lai loi ich cho
nhitng nguoi nay. Do véi i, mdi vi tri tuyén dung déu phdi dua vao yéu cau cua cong viéc. Vé nguyén
tic, toi tach roi quan h¢ ban be ra khoi cong viéc. Qua trinh tuyén chen phai cong khai, nhitng ai du tiéu
chudn sé durc phong van.
%2 T6i khuyén khich can bg ciia 16i, dem lai cho ho co héi dé thé hién kha nang ciia minh. Tuy nhién véi
trach nhiém ciia nguoi dimg dau, toi giam sat kiém tra két qua cudi cung.
% Méi quan tam cua tdi la hiéu qua cong viéc. Céc khoa cang cé nhiéu quyén tu chi, 16i cang doi hoi cao
¢ cac truong khoa va cac can bg cia khoa.
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for the university and I am persistent to this style”.

5.2.4 Challenges, solutions and strategies

R1 was married and her children were virtually grown up when she began her
administrative career. “I am lucky that my children are very independent. They can do
their homework without my supervision”®®. However, R4 did not deny that, whether she
wanted it or not, her job impacted on her family. Accepting this fact as natural, R1
played a leading role in organising the family life by designing the menu for family
meals in advance. She went to the market every morning to buy food for the family but
left cooking, washing, and cleaning the house for housekeepers. According to her “in a
modern society, a woman can reduce her heavy family workload by delegating
housework and overseeing everything, rather than spending a lot of time on it by
herself”®®. Whenever R1 had time, she joined in housework as “I love cooking and
decorating my house”’. R1 was happy with the support of her hushand; though busy
with his own career, “he always encourages and supports me in whatever I want to
do”®. He shared the responsibility of taking care of their children with her and
sometimes, accompanied them to school functions when R1 was busy. As far as family
responsibilities were concerned, she believed that she had few problems combining her
roles as a mother, a wife and a Rector as others would expect and without stress and

strain. .

 Trong vong hai nam qua, diweéi si chi dao cia t6i thi truong da c6 nhimng thanh cong nhdt dinh ca vé
qui moé va chdt liong. C6 thé nhiéu nam sau, moi viéc sé khdac di nhung tai thoi diém nay, t6i nghi la
phong cdch lanh dgo cua toi phu hop vdi truong va tdi sé kién tri véi phong cach nay.
% T6i may mdn vi céc con toi rar dgc ldp. Céc con toi c6 thé 1am bai tdp ¢ nha ma khong can si huéng
dan cua toi.
% Trong xa héi hién dai, nguoi phu nir ¢ thé giam tdi cong viéc nha bang céch giao nhiém vy va giam
sdt hon la e minh vdt va lam viéc nay.
%7 T6i thich ndu dn va trang tri nha cira
% Anh luén khuyén khich va zing hg toi lam nhing viéc t6i mugn
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But R1 did not escape social conventions which assert that a woman, who
aspires to be equal or more successful than her husband cannot be a good wife and good
mother. Thus, her image became distorted and she was the centre of gossip.

“I was a model of an excellent young woman lecturer but it turned into rumours

when | was appointed to be the Rector. It is said that | am too ambitious, too

confident even (that) | have trouble with my marriage, or | was divorced. They
tried to ruin my personal image from a successful lecturer and then an effective
administrator to a greedy woman, who is obsessed with fame and power.

Sometimes, | think it would be better if I still was a lecturer because my teaching

method was impressive and students, especially, female students admired me

and considered me as their role model. When being appointed to the Rector

position, the rumours unofficially demolished that model image 09

To cope, R1 chose to ignore the rumours by concentrating on her job. “Instead
of thinking negatively about why others did this to me, | chose to ignore them, turned
my energy to focus on the other things that were useful for me, for my family and for the
university. For example, this was in 2002 at the same time; | was conferred Associate
Professor Title while successfully being reappointed to be the Deputy Rector in second
term”'°.

Though being considered as a successful woman in higher education, when
talking about women in leadership, R1 accepted that there have been gender stereotypes

in appointments to the senior positions, which are not beneficial for women. “Actually,

people do not want a woman in the highest position. Outwardly, they like to see both

% T6i 1& mét hinh mau gidng vién ni gici nhung moi thir da bj thoi phong lén khi t6i dwoc bé nhiém 1am
hiéu trucng. Nguoi ta néi rang tdi qua ham ho, tdi qua tw tin va tdi c6 van dé véi cugec hdn nhan cua
minh, thdm chi la t6i da li di. Ho da tim moi céch pha huiy hinh dnh cia tdi tir mgt giang vién tét, mgt
nguwoi quan Iy cé nang luc tré thanh mét nguwoi dan ba bi &m anh béi quyén lyc va danh vong. Thinh
thodng t6i ciing nghi rang sé tot hon néu toi van 1a giang vién boi vi cac em sinh vién, dac biét 1a sinh ni
rat dn twong Véi phwong phdp giang day Ciia t6i va nguéng mé t6i, coi t6i nhw la than twong cua ho. Khi
ot bé nhiém vao vi tri lanh dao nay thi cac loi don dai di pha hiy hinh anh mau nay cua téi mgt cach
khong chinh thaic.

"® Thay vao viéc ngoi nghi tai sao ho lai 1am vy, tdi I ho di va chuyén hwéng tdp trung cia minh cho
céc viéc lam cb ich cho bdn thdn t6i, cho gia dinh va cho nha trieong. Nhu la trong nam 2002, t6i vira
dirge phong phé gido su, vira dieoc bé nhiém 1am hiéu phé nhiém ky thiz hai.
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men and women leaders but inwardly, they are reluctant to accept that women can lead

"I R1 said that though the government’s policies have confirmed and

effectively
ensured the equality between women and men in political, cultural, social and family
life but in practice, women leaders like her have to face subtle resistances to their
leadership. In sharing her experiences R1 said that: “Since I have been the Rector of this
university, | have concentrated very much on encouraging women staff in their careers.
But | have to face the situation that most of male employees do not support me in this
issue. They subtly resisted my target to increase the number of women in middle level
administrative positions by resigning from their posts and left this university for
others”""%. According to R1, there are two possibilities in this situation. On the one hand,
men are threatened by women’s abilities and they worry about more women going into
the positions of power. On the other hand, they undervalue women’s capability. “Those
men really do not support women or believe that women could be doing the same work
as they do. | supposed that if these men had been in the leadership positions, there

273

would have not been any progress in staffing situation of our women”'". In fact,

although there are high numbers of women in middle levels of management at R1’s

L Trén thuc té, nguoi ta khdng muan phu ni# & vi tri lanh dao cao nhdt. Bé ngoai, he ciing mudn nhin
thdy ca nam va nir lanh dao, nhung thiec tam, ho khéng muon chap nhdn rang phu ni c6 thé lanh dao mét
céch hiéu qud .

2 Ké tir khitoilahiéu truwong cua trwong nay, toi tdp trung nhiéu vao viéc khich Ié cac can bg
nir trong cong tac cua ho. Nhung toi phai doi mdt véi tinh huong 1a hau hét cac can bé nam khéng sing hé
t0i trong van dé ndy. Ho khon khéo chong lai muc tiéu cua toi 1a ting s6 heong phu nit ¢ cac vi tri quan ly
trung cap bang cach roi khéi vi tri ciia minh va chuyén di lam cho cac truong dai hoc khac.

" Nhitng nguoi dan ong nay thuc sie khong dng hg phu nit va khong tin rang phu nit co thé dam dirong
duotc ,céc chg vigc giong nhu ho 1am. Téi cho 1a néu nhitng nguoi ndy ¢ vi tri lanh dgo thi sé khéng
cd bat ky tien bg nao trong tinh hinh can bé ni¢ ¢ trirong ching toi.
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university, they are still far behind men as women have occupied only 21.87 percent in

the total administrators at all levels in higher education in Vietnam (HEP, 12/2003).

5.2.5 Contribution to improve the status of women

R1 was concerned about the low number of women in senior positions in higher
education in Vietnam. She indicated some reasons behind this underrepresentation. First
of all, the price to pay for being successful in Vietnamese women’s career is very great
because family responsibilities naturally come with being a woman, especially in the
patriarchal context of Vietnam. Women, she said, have always experienced difficulties
when facing the dilemma of choosing between family and job. Secondly, R1 also
criticised women for their lack of support for one another. “It is a fact that women are
their own rivals at low administrative levels. They are not willing to support other
women as they have to. There is always envy among women at the same levels. Only
when women are at different levels, the women in higher status then think about
supporting other junior female colleagues to go up in their career”™. Thirdly, because
of cultural and social perceptions, Viethamese women often have to bear the sceptical
view if they get in touch comfortably with their male colleagues both in work and after
work. “Men could drink or play sport with their friends and partners but women could
not”". Thus, Vietnamese women in general have, according to R1, missed chances and
potential supports for their career promotion. R1 thought that the Vietnamese
government has promulgated relatively appropriate policies to support women’s career

advancement, but that practically, these plans are implemented ineffectively. She highly

™ Thuc té 1a phu niz la déi thu cia nhau ¢ khi ho ¢ cap quan 1y thap. Ho khong sdn sang hé tro nhau nhu
1a ho nén 1am. Luén c6 s ghen t; gia cac nit dong nghiép ¢ cung vi tri. Chi khi ndo phu ni ¢ cac vi tri
khdc nhau, nguoi NA0 6 Vi tri cao hon méi suy nghi vé viéc hé tro cac dong nghiép ni cdp duéi thang tién
trong su nghiép.
> Pdn 6ng c6 thé uong rieou vui dita hodc choi thé thao véi ban bé cia ho nhing phu nit thi khong.
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appreciated the extension retirement age policy for people working in higher education
institutions, who have got doctoral degrees or associate professor and professor titles
but she still insisted on closing the gender gap in the existing compulsory retirement
age. “It is unfair for women when they have fulfilled their roles as daughters, wives and

mothers in family while their talent such as leadership skill in the social sphere are

limited by this policy 1o

Despite these barriers for women, R1 believed that women bring different
aspects to leadership positions. “Women leaders often talk about the common interests
than their own positions and powers. Their openness, communication skills and

collaborative leadership style become their strengths and comparative advantages when

they are in leadership positions o

R1 is now a well known woman Rector, famous for her knowledge in higher
education management and her confidence as a leader. She has appreciated every
opportunity given to her and was happy about her preparation for them.

“My career development is based on both unintentional chances and my own
desire. In comparison with other women, | feel |1 have had more chances. For
example, | got married early and got my PhD when | was young. Thus | have
more time to focus on my job. But the most important is that | do prepare and be
ready to take advantages of those opportunities to realise my dream of becoming
a person in charge in my career. For example, when | returned to Vietnam [in
1991], Russian was out of date. | quickly enrolled to study English and after
that — French. As a result, 1 was one of the two persons in the university, who
had met the needed conditions [the age, a doctoral degree, controlling at least
one popular foreign language, have a proper management experience] to be
appointed to the senior administrative position. | was promoted to be the deputy

%S¢ 14 khong cdng bang doi véi phu nir khi ho di hoan thanh vai tro cia ho nhw la nguoi con, nguoi
Vo va nguoi Me trong gia dinh, trong khi tai nang cua ho Vi du nhuw Ky ndng lanh dao trong linh vuc Xa
héi bi han che bai chinh sach nay.

" Phy ni 1a lanh dao thi thueng néi vé nhiing lgi ich chung hon so véi v tri va quyén luc cia ho. Sw coi

mé , ky ndng giao tiép Va phong cdach lianh dao thién vé hop tac cia phy nir tré thanh thé manh va loi thé
so s&nh khi dwong nhiém.
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. . : : . 78
Rector, who was in charge of international relations and academic issues”"".

At this point, R1 seemed to be confident in her career and satisfied with her
current position. “I do not think |1 am egotistic, but I think |1 do a good job; | make this
university work well and change much better. There may come a day when those
achievements possibly will be revaluated but I am consistent with my way”"®. With that
same tone, R1 encouraged other women working in higher education in Vietnam to
strive for the senior roles by giving them practical advice. She emphasised the
importance of the possession of a doctorate. To win over the staff respect and
admiration, a university Rector should be a strong academic. “This is the prerequisite
condition to become a Rector in higher education”®. Based on her own experience,
being ready and prepared to take chances was another practical advice that R1 saved for
other potential women in higher education. Besides, R1 stressed that “/ think women
Rectors should be strong, determined and decisive but it does not mean you ignore your
femininity. I myself consider my feminine value is one of my strengths. | like fashion and

always take care of my appearance. You should make people recognise you, as you are

"8 Sy phét trién nghé nghiép cua toi duwa vao ca nhitng co héi tinh co ldn s mong muon cia riéng toi. So
Voi nhu"ng phu niz khac, tdi ¢ thé ¢b nhiéu co héi hon vi du nhuw téi ldp gia dinh som va c6 bang tién si
khi tudi con tré. Vi vdy tdi c6 nhiéu thoi gian dé tdp trung cho cong viéc. Nhung van dé quan trong nhdt
1a t6i 6 sw chudn bj va sdn sang tdn dung cdc co héi dé hién thiee héa wéc mong cua toi 1a tré thanh
lanh dao trong sy nghiép cua minh.Vi du nhu khi t6i tré vé Viét nam, tiéng Nga da tré nén 16i thoi. Toi
lgp tirc ddng ky hoc tiéng Anh va sau d@é la tiéng Phap. Két qua |a toi 1& mér trong hai nguoi cé dii cée
diéu kién dé duwoc bé nhiém 1én vi tri lanh dao cao hon. Téi di dwoce dé bat 1am hiéu phé phu trach quan
hé qudc té va dao tao.
8 T6i khéng nght t6i Ia Mgt nguedi tir cao nhieng 16i da lam tot coNg Viée Ciia minh, t6i lam cho trieong ndy
hoat dgng tot va c6 nhing bién doi tich cuc. Sé ¢d ngay, nhing thanh céng nay cé thé bi danh gid lai
nhung téi kién tri voi dwong 16i ciia minh,
8 Pdy Ia diéu kién tién quyér dé tré thanh hiéu trieong trong gido duc dai hoc
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a person, who has the ability to lead effectively, as not because of your powerful

81
position’"".

5.3  Researcher’s reflection

At the conclusion of our interview, I was very impressed by R1’s
straightforward manner. She graduated from the university in 1986 and started her
career as the DOl MOI was implemented. In comparison with other women participants
of this study, she had benefited positively from the DOl MOI policy of promoting
women to senior positions. The broadening access to career information had opened and
widened women understanding and their visions. In the interview, R1 openly admitted
that she was an ambitious woman. “I wanted to be a person in charge”®, “I have
learnt that if I had not got the power to express my ideas, it would have been better that

84 \were her words when

there were no ideas at all”®®, “I had no other way but to go up
she talked about her career ambition. R1 also disclosed that she did not have the support
from her predecessor. This man supported another male candidate. Thus, she had to
work hard and fight for the trust of the university staff and won their votes to be the first
woman Rector of the university. “I want to prove that I am capable for the Rector

1,85

position and I will do my best to make other people recognise it”">. Because R1 would

have nearly a decade ahead of her before she reached fifty five, the current age of

81 T6i nghi nit hiéu trueng can phdi manh mé, ciong quyét va quyét dodn nhung khéng cé nghia la tir bo
ni¢ tinh cia minh. Ban than tbicho rang ni# tinhcuia tild mgt trong nhing thé manh cia
t6i. Tai thich thoi trang va lubn quan tam dén vé ngoai cia minh. Ban nén lam cho moi nguoi cdng nhdn
ban, nhw ban 1a mét ngueoi ¢6 kha ndng lanh dao hiéu qua chit khdng phai cong nhan ban vi vi tri quyén
luc cua ban.
82 T6i muon tré thanh nguwoi lanh dao
8 T6i nhdn ra rang néu toi khong cé quyen luc dé bay té y nrong cua toi thi tot nhat khong nén cé y
tuong gi ca.
8 T6i khong c6 cach nao khac la phai tién Ién.
8 T6i muon ching minh rang v; tri hi¢u trudng la ding véi toi va toi sé lam tét hét sire dé moi nguoi
cong nhdn diéu do.
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retirement from administrative positions for women in the public sector in Vietnam, I
asked her about her future plan as I supposed that this could be a Vice-Minister position
at the MOET. R1 answered that she always looked forward, she believed in her abilities,
and that she could assume a more responsible role in the education sector in Vietnam in
the future. But that higher position was another story. It depended on many factors as it
would be more political. R1 said that she had thought about this possibility. She opened
and prepared for that chance as well. Thus, her concentration now was to do her best in
the Rector position to prove her efficiency. Her aim was to make the university develop
and become one of the top universities in Vietnam during her term. R1 joined in the
very modest number of women [5 percent], who had the motivation to look for the
higher positions once they were in the senior administrative positions in Mai’s (2007)
research.

Among three women participated in this study, R1 was the closest to my age.
Thus, | felt very close with her points of view. As a result of my interview with R1, I
was confident that she would make a positive model for younger women working in the
higher education sector in Vietnam. R1’s ambition, confidence and her successful career
up to now have encouraged women like me more believe in ourselves and continue to

try our best to grow professionally and personally in our journeys to the top.
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6.1

Chapter 6: R2

R2, the second woman leader | interviewed, was an experienced lecturer and a
leader with thirty years of teaching and administrative experience. She was appointed as
the Rector of her university in 1998 and finished her second term in this position in
2007. R2 is a reserved woman in her late fifties. Besides some higher education
conferences, where we met formally as participants, | had met R2 directly twice before
this interview, when accompanying my director to visit the university. She had a soft
convincing voice with the mixture of the south and north accents. R2 spoke slowly and
cautiously. At time of the interview, R2 had retired from being a Rector and was a
senior member of the teaching staff of her university. She also had a busy schedule
giving lectures in Vietnam and abroad, and participating in the professional and
community activities. She was teaching in China when | emailed her to inform her of
the purpose of my study and invite her to participate in this research. After many
attempts to arrange a suitable time for both of us [with more privileges on her side],
finally, 1 felt grateful that R2 accepted my invitation to give me a personal interview in

her office at the university campus in Hochiminh city.

The setting

R2’s university was the biggest of the four universities that | visited to conduct
interviews. It is one of the leading public universities specialising in teaching and
research activities in engineering and technology. Its mission is to train engineers in the
fields of capital construction, industry, resources exploration and exploitation mainly for

the southern areas of Vietnam. By the academic year 2005- 2006, this university had
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one thousand, one hundred and twenty five employees®, with eleven faculties, ten
science research and technology transferring centres, four training centres, ten
functioning offices and one limited company®’. Its graduate students have strong
professional skills, which are recognised as equivalent to those in other Southeast Asian
countries. A number of graduates are either important figures or leading experts in
different industries in Hochiminh city and the southern provinces of Vietnam.

The university has two campuses and one dormitory. R2 agreed to meet me in
the city campus; a big campus in comparison with other universities. R2’s office was on
the third floor of an old building in a complex of buildings, large trees, green grass and
plants. She had moved here after retiring as Rector. The room was modest. There were
no traces of the fact that its owner used to be the first woman Rector of this university.

My appointment with R2, at 12 p.m. on a Saturday was delayed until 12.45 p.m.
because R2 could not finish her tutorial with PhD candidates as planned. R2 looked like
the same woman Rector | had seen before. It seemed to me that nothing had been
changed in her fashion style, as she was wearing a grey simple dress. After an
introduction time, R2 started by asking me to share a little bit about my personal
information such as my family and my research. The interview ended at 2:30 p.m.
During this time, R2 stopped once to answer her husband’s call to have lunch with him.
R2 told her husband that he had have lunch himself because she was busy with my
interview and that she might not be home for dinner too, as R2 accepted an invitation
for a dinner of Youth committee of the university for a special occasion. Though retired

from the Rector position several years ago, it was her appearance, her voice, her manner

8 MOET Educational Statistics, academic year 2005 —2006
87 H
Ibid.
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to response my questions to prove that she was an experienced leader.

6.2 R2’s story

6.2.1 Biography, family and education

R2 was born into a two parent family in the South of Vietnam who moved to the
North when the father accepted a job there during the Vietnam War. “My father was a
national intellectual, who studied at the Sorbonne University in France before returning
home to work as a diplomat for the Government. My mother was a house wife . R2
thought that she was lucky to be born in a family that emphasised education. Because of
such a family background, she did not miss much school, even in the time of the
Vietnam War. R2 was proud of both parents but she emphasised that her mother played
an important role in her childhood, though her mother did not attend any form of formal
education at any time in her life. "I think my mother greatly contributed to our
upbringing because my father went abroad for business very often, and my mother was
the only person, who looked after us . R2 had a big family with five siblings including
two brothers and three sisters. Though with a large family, her parent gave due care to
their children as “all my brothers and sisters were well educated and successful in their
careers”®. R2 herself completed most her school education in Hanoi and then
successfully obtained an undergraduate degree and a PhD in Czechoslovakia, both in

Computer Sciences.

R2 married at the age of twenty five and has two sons. Her husband worked as a

88 Bg cb 1a mottri thire yéu nuoc hoc ¢ Pai hoc Sorbonne ¢ Phap truéc khi tré ra Bdc 1am
giao cho Chinh phu. .Me c6 thi & mgt nguoi néi tro.
% Co nghi rang me c6 cong lon déng gdp trong viéc nudi day cac con bdi vi cha ¢ di cong tac ¢ nudc
ngoai rhurong xuyén, va me ¢ la nguoi duy nhdt cham séc ¢d va cac anh em.
%0 T4t ca cac anh chj em ¢6 déu hoc hanh ti té va thanh dat
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diplomat for a time, before moving into business in a private company until he retired.

6.2.2 Ascension to the rectorship

R2 chose Computer Science, a subject that was considered new to Vietnam at
her time and still considered a male subject now, because “at my time, the vocation did
not totally depend on the personal wishes. It belonged to the need of the country. Based
on my academic results in high school, they chose me and sent me to Czechoslovakia to
study electronics. In my third year at the university, computer science attracted me and
I decided to choose it as my major”gl.

R2’s career in higher education was unintentional. Being born in the South but
moved to the North when Vietnam War happened, R2 wanted to come back to work in
the South when the War ended. “The decision to be a university lecturer was made by
chance. When 1 returned to Vietham, computer science was a very new subject. My
brother in law told me that the Informatics faculty was just established at his university
in Hochiminh city and there was a lack of lecturers. He advised me that if | wanted to
go back to the South, this was my best choice. Then I became a university lecturer”™®.
After five years teaching, R2 returned to Czechoslovakia to study for a PhD in Artificial

Intelligence, a branch of Computer Science. She finished her doctorate in three years.

R2 was satisfied with being a teaching staff and did not entertain a dream of being an

% vao thoi cua co, nghe nghiép khong khdng hoan toan phu thugc vao mong muon c& nhan. N6 thugc
vé si can thiét cua ddt mwéc. Dya trén két qud hoc tdp cua ¢d ¢ truwong trung hoc, nha meoc da
chon ¢6 va gui cé dén Tiép Khdc dé hoc nganh dién tir. Trong ndm thi ba cia c6 tai truong dai hoc, khoa
hoc may tinh da thu hit cd va cd quyét dinh chon nganh nay.

% Quyér d@inhtré thanh gidng vién dai hoc ciing rdt tinh co. Khi cd trgvé Viét Nam, khoa hoc méay
tinh 1a mgt nganh rat méi. Anh ré ¢d cé n6i rang khoa may tinh méi thanh ldp & trueng dai hoc cia anh
tai thanh phé Ho Chi Minh va dang thiéu giang vién. Anh da khuyén cd rang néu cd muan tré lai mien
Nam, dady |a sir lira chon tét nhat cua c6. Sau dé, ¢é da tré thanh mét giang vién dai hoc
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administrator. However, her academic qualifications were the foundation for her
becoming the deputy dean and then the faculty dean. Being satisfied with these
positions, which related much to the teaching and curriculum development, R2 was
surprised when she was offered to be the assistant to the university Rector [as Deputy
Rector]. R2 did not know why she was chosen because this position was determined by
the Rector, not by voting. Initially, she was reluctant to accept the offer because she was
committed to teaching. Finally she was convinced by the Rector, who had confidence in
her. “With his explanation and encouragement, | started to think that | could do this job
and I moved forward”®®. R2 did not regret her decision. She found the job fascinating,
as it involved her in the community activities; and she liked that. She also had
opportunities to make an impact and to promote changes from her position in the
university. R2 said: “I did not set a goal to be a Rector. | wanted to be a good professor
and a prestigious expert in my subject. |1 did not have any desires to get a senior
administration position [as Deputy Rector and Rector]. It was fate. It was luck to me,
but as the proverb says, ‘Strike while the iron is hot’. When | happened to be chosen as
the Vice Rector, | was initially surprised and hesitated... Then the predecessor
convinced me that it was not a privilege, it was an assignment, a big responsibility, and

94

| accepted This position became an important preparation for R2’s later

advancement to the Rector status in 1998, where she remained for nine years.

% Vi loi gidi thich va khuyén khich cia chi, ¢6 bat dau nghi rang cd ¢6 thé dam dwong diroc cong viéc
nay va co quyér dinh tién vé phia truéc
9% CO khong dat muc tiéu sé 1a mgt hiéu truong. CO muan trg thanh mét gid sie gisi va mgt chuyén gia co
uy tin trong nganh cza minh. C6 khdng mong muén ¢6 dwoc Vi tri quan ly cao. D6 1a sé phan. Pé 1a may
man nhw nguwoi ta hay néi “Co dén tay ai nguoi doé phat”. Khi co t|nh co duoc chon lam hiéu pho, c6 da
ngac nhiénva luong lir . Sau dé, chi hiéu truong cii thuyét phuc ¢d rang n6 khong phdi 1a mét dac an, do
1& mgt nhiém vu, mét trach nhiém lon, va c6 chap nhén
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Apart from the Rector’s responsibility, R2 also involved in teaching, supervising
graduate students and writing articles for scientific journals. However, she gave priority
to her administrative duties whenever there was a time conflict. R2 was also a member
of professional and social organisations. Through this networking outside the university,
R2 could establish good relationships with industries, which could bring promising jobs
for her students after graduating from the university.

Becoming a woman Rector was R2’s fate as she recalled her career path. She did
not follow her father’s step to be a diplomat, but she did recognise the role of her family
on her personality. “The role of family is important. My parents had a great influence

on the development of my personal characteristics .

They were great models of
honesty and hard work. They provided their children with the necessary support to make
them growing well educated. R2 described her family as a supportive environment for
her to grow up responsibly and honestly. This support was an implicit motivation to
foster R2 for being the best in her career. There was no other than her predecessor, who

encouraged her to accept the position of the deputy Rector, who was recognised as the

influential person to R2’s career advancement.

6.2.3 Leadership practices

R2 held senior administrative positions after more than twenty years of teaching.
Like R1, she did not take any formal courses on higher education leadership but
according to her, the experience that she was born in war time, when community work
was stressed. That she had grown up in a family that emphasised education and studied

computer science abroad helped to shape and to develop the characteristics needed

% Vai tro ciia gia dinh rat quan trong. Bé me ¢6 da cé sw anh hwong lén trong viéc hinh thanh tinh cach
cua cO.
130



when she was selected as a leader. Those were community spirit, honesty,
responsibility, discipline and logical thinking. “After nearly ten years working in this
position, I thought those were very important characteristics 96

A Rector, according to R2 was the person who should be competent to make
hard decisions, who was fair, decisive, responsible, determined and organised. R2
believed that she was that type of leader and she “was loyal to those values in my rector
position”®. R2 liked clearness in her job. She said that women leaders like to please
everyone staff if they want to get the followers’ support but as a Rector, she did not
welcome that approach. R2 demonstrated to a candid style, she was straightforward in
her views, open to discussion in problem solving.

“I did not like the style of ‘a bad compromise is better than a good lawsuit’. 1

did what was positive, what was right for the university and made sure those

decisions were based on sound reasons to prove that nothing was done

arbitrarily or simply as a favour to anyone. Of course, | had to struggle in that

process but I did not cover up the mistakes of anyone, even if they were my

closest supporters. | had to be fair, transparent and authentic in my relations

with all staff to gain their trust™®.

According to R2, tough decisions did occasionally disappoint some people, and
if she expected that she needed everyone’s approval, her stress would be high. Thus, she
was decisive and ready to accept criticism whenever hard decisions were to be made.

Because of her straight manner, people often saw R2 as tough as a man even stronger

than a man. “Others said that | was tougher than men because | was a straight person. |

% Sau gan muweoi nam lam viée, 6 nght nhitng tinh cach nay 1 rat quan trong
% trung thanh véi nhitng tinh cach nay trong vai tro la nguoi hiéu trirong.

% Co khong thich kiéu di hoa vi quy. Co 1am nhitng gi 1a tich cuc, nhitng gi diing cho trieong va dam bao
rang nhiing quyét dinh dé deu duatrén nhing ly do chinh dding dé chimg minh rang khdng c6
gi duoc thuc hién tuy tién hogc don gian 1a mgr dac an cho bat ci ai. Tat nhién cé ciing da phai ddu
tranh trong qua trinh d6 nhung c6 khong bao che cho nhing sai lam cua bdt cir ai, ngay ca khi he 1a
nhitng nguoi gan giii ¢é nhdt. Co phdi cong bang, minh bach va chinh xac trong quan hé cia cb véi tat
Cd Moi ngueoi trong treong dé cé duwoc 10ng tin cia ho.
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did not avoid the clashes; I did not mind facing difficulties in my leadership position™.
R2 smiled when making this comment as though it was not a negative statement on her
character.

R2’s recruitment policy was an open, transparent process designed to find the
most suitable person for the required jobs. According to her, “eighty percent of the job

results depend on the capability of the person in charge™®

, thus, the requirements of
the needed job ask for the right person. It was not her responsibility to design a post for
her favourite types.

R2 said, “I think a Rector should have the art of persuasion and gathering
people”™® . In her relationships with her employees, R2 respected and had confidence in
their ability as well. She delegated duties to her subordinates then let them decide their
own ways to carry out the tasks. She was both team-mate and coach, who provided
support and advice for the best results. “If I found out someone, who could do the job, |
believed in them but it did not mean they could do what they want. This trust must be

built on a proper monitoring and supervising mechanisms "2

to ensure the best quality
of the job done. She also shared her responsibility in the decision making process by
discussing and seeking their opinions and advice. “I was very careful when making a
decision. | set up a structure that gives my staff chances to express their ideas.
Generally, | collected suggestions of my staff in two or even more than three rounds.

The original idea might be mine but | had never made any decision by myself because it

would affect the whole university. Nevertheless, | was responsible for making final

% Moi nguoi deu néi rang ¢d manh mé hon dan éng vi cé la nguwoi thang than. Co khong nggi va chgm va
déi mat véi khé khan trong vi tri lanh dao cua minh.
10 Kha néng ciia nguoi dwoc giao nhiém vy quyét dinh dén tam muwoi phan tram két qua cong viéc.
108 C6 nghi ngueoi hiéu tring phdi c6 nghé thugt thuyét phuc va tap hop moi ngueoi.
192 Néu ¢b tim thdy ai c6 thé lam dieoc Viée, ¢6 tin twong ¢ ho nhing khéng c6 nghia la ho muén lam gi
thi 1am. Su tin téng nay phdi dua trén mgr co ché kiém tra va giam sat hop ly.
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6.2.4

.. 103
decisions .

R2 was the woman Rector of a university in which over eighty percent of staff
and students were men. Men responded to her decisions directly. Whenever this
happened, R2 relied on her “soft*** characteristics: being convincive and attentive. The
softness of a woman combined with her leadership traits had helped her overcome the
challenges in the position of being “a woman Rector in a man’s world ™®.

R2 believed her leadership characteristics and perspectives had helped her in the
rector position. When R2 was appointed to be the Deputy Rector, some colleagues did
not totally agree with that selection. They thought this appointment was far beyond her
capability and she could not assume this responsibility but later on “those people were
convinced... They could see that I was honest, I was hard working; I was impartial and
ready to sacrifice my own interests...I was ready to confront with and be responsible for

e 1,106
any university problems” .

Challenges, solutions and strategies

R2’s family commitments did not hinder her career, but it had an influence on
her family. R2 thanked her husband and her children for letting her do her job so well.

“My husband and my sons had to endure my busy work schedule but they were very

1,107

tolerant”™"". It was her husband, who picked up the children to and from school

103 Co rat can than khi diea ra quyét dinh. Co thiét ldp mét cdu tric cung cap cho co hgi cho nhan
Vién ciia c6 dwoc thé hién y neong cua ho. N6i chung, cd ldy y kién cua cac can bd cong nhan vién trong
trwong hai hogc thdm chi 1a ba vong. Y arong c6 thé xudt phat tir ¢d nhing ¢d chua bao gio-thuc hién bat
kp quyér dinh ndo mét minh béi Vi N6 dnh huong dén toan b trweong. Tuy nhién, cd chiu trach nhiém
vé Cac quyét dinh cugi cung.
1% mém mong
195 nir higu truong trong thé gidi dan ong
1% nhitng nguwoi nay dan dan bj thuyét phuc... Ho thay minh 1am hét sire, minh vé t va san sang hy sinh
lgi ich cd nhdn ... Minh luén luén san sang dwong dau va chiu trach nhiém véi moi vén dé cia trieong.
197 Chéng va céc con c6 la nhitng ngurei phdi chiu thiét thoi vi cong viéc béan rén ciia ¢6 nhung ho rat bao
dung.

133



whenever she was busy at work. It also was her husband, who was willing to cook and
to eat alone whenever she went home late. Nevertheless, R2 never jeopardised her role
as a woman of the family because of work. To maintain balance, sometimes, official
duties took second place to family responsibilities. For nearly ten years as a Rector she
tried to have dinner with her family every day. “I often prepared dinner for the whole
family and monitored my sons’ studies when I was at home. Cooking takes much time,
but for me, it creates a warm family atmosphere and harmony 2%, If R2 had to attend a
mandatory late meeting, she attempted to finish her opening speech as soon as she could
and left for her family. Though this strategy limited her socialisation with her colleagues
but “it was the way I got the full support of my husband and my children”"®. Working
under high pressure, R2 sometimes felt stressed and needed to chat about her job. Her
husband was the person, who shared her feelings, her thoughts and gave her advice.
“My husband always was ready there [to share her thoughts]. Owing to his care, | felt
mentally relieved”™°. Because of such strong support from her husband, R2 devoted
herself to the job without feeling uneasy about not being able to take care of her family
as much as she would have liked.

Though there were suspicious views when she was promoted to be the deputy
Rector, according to R2, “they were not intentional”*'*. It was because “this is a big
university. | was an ordinary dean. | was not a well known figure in my university and

not all people know much about me, thus, some people were doubtful of my

198 ¢ thurong chudn by bira toi cho ca gia dinh va gilp cac con trai lam bai tdp vé nha khi co thoi
gian. Ndu an mat nhiéu thoi gian, nhung doi véi co, n6 tao ra mét bau khéng khi gia dinh dm &p va hai
hoa.
99 P la cach d@é c6 dwoc s iing hé tir chéng con
10 Chéng cb ludn san sang chia xé. Nho: dé ma cé gidi quyét nhiéu vé ne tieong.
1 Hp khong cé y
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6.2.5

management skills”"**. 1t was also hard to find thing that made her feel difficult in her
position as Rector as well. This was because she was equipped with competent
characteristics of a Rector and accumulated appropriate leadership experiences in
previous positions. She also had the trust of all staff.

However, R2 was not satisfied with inertia of some senior staff within the
university. Most of the senior lecturers were trained in the former USSR and other
Eastern European countries. They were heavily influenced by the higher education
philosophy in the age of centralised and subsidised economy. They reluctantly adopted
new ideas of higher education in a market economy of the DOI MOI, as they had to
work harder to survive in the academic market competition. “Though most senior
university members were intellectuals, there had been some stagnant thoughts that still
existed™. Being influenced by the politics of face, which endorses the practice that
people [including leaders] should be respectful and loyal to the seniors, who support
them in their career advancement; R2 found this challenge “was not easy to deal
with”*** as criticising seniors is impossible as this could be seen as betrayal to them and
losing face for both sides involved (Luke, 2001). This fact, sometimes, affected the

efficiency of R2’s leadership within the university.

Contribution to improve the status of women

R2 stressed that occasionally, there had been disagreement with her decisions,

but she never had met any direct complains due to she was a woman. Leadership to R2

Y2 day la mét truong dai hoc lén. Co 1a mét trieong khoa binh thuong. CO khong phdi la nhan vat noi
tiéng ¢ trong trieong va khong phai la ngueoi nao ciing biét vé ¢d nhiéu, Vi vdy, cé nguwoi da nghi ngo kha
nang lanh dao cua co.
Y3 thanh vién dai hoc ldau nam la nhitng nguoi tri thice, tuy nhién ciing ¢6 nhing 1€ 16i qué lau réi ma né
khéng phu hop.
Y4 cling khé ma gidi quyét.
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was gender neutral. “I think that women can do the same jobs as men can. If I had been
a man, I would not have been sure that I could be more successful ”**°. The key thing is
that women are different from men when they exhibit their leadership skills. According
to R2, women’s strength is not as mental and physical as men’s but rests on the
characteristics that women have in nature. It was “soft”*!® leadership characteristics.
“Women leaders are convictive because they are attentive and less ego driven T

R2 echoed R1’s voice that family responsibility is one of the factors that deter
Vietnamese women’s career advancement. “Firstly, to be successful in their career,
professionally, women have to do well as men do. Besides, they are socially expected to
be good wives and good mothers to look after a family. Clearly, men do not need to
think about the second side. Thus, they have more advantages in career

development "8,

She also supported R1’s perception that most of people, especially
men “do not wish for the fact that leaders are women. They subtly do not recognise the
role of women in university management because they are afraid of being in a
disadvantageous position in comparison with women, an unexpectedly cultural and
social gender relation in Vietnam. Thus, when being nominated as potential candidates

for senior positions, most women do not accumulate enough votes "9 As well, R2

mentioned the age of retirement from administrative posts for women [at fifty five]. She

15 co nght rang phu nit c6 thé 1am cac cong viéc firong tw nhw nam gidi. Néu ¢é la dan éng, cé ciing
khong chdc chan rang co c6 thé thanh céng hon.
16 mém mong
Y Phy nir lanh dao dé lam ngudi ta tin twong Vi ho chu ddo va it thé hién céi toi.
"% Pau tién, dé thanh cdng trong sy nghiép cia minh, vé chuyén mon phy it ciing phdi 1am tot nhu dan
ong. Bén canh do, ho van phai la nhing nguoi vo tot va nguoi Me tot cham soc gia dinh theo nhir yéu cau
cua Xa hgi. Ro rang la dan éng khong can phdi nghi dén vé thir hai. Vi vdy ho c6 nhiéu thuan loi hon
trong phat trién nghé nghiép
19 khong mudn mét thuc té 1a phy nit la lanh dao. Ho da khon khéo khong cong nhdn vai trd cia phu
nit trong quan |y trieomg dai hoc béi Vi ho sorbi ¢ vi tri bat loi so véi phu niz, mét sie that vé quan hé gidi
ma van héa va xd hi Viét Nam chua ngo téi. Vi vay khi dwopc dé cir1a vmg vién tiém nang cho céc vi
tri cap cao, hau hét phu niz khéng tich lity dii s6 phiéu bau.
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6.3

stated that “at that age, women have still contributed excellently to the society in their
leadership positions but they have to retire. This policy should be more flexible for

women working in an academic environment %,

R2 shared her thoughts about what women should possess if they want to be
successful in higher education leadership in Vietnam. R2 validated R1’s opinion that
women should have a solid base of expertise by getting terminal degrees. They also
should prepare themselves with skills needed by people in leadership roles, such as
organisational skills, determination and convincingness, honest and high community
spirit. R2 acknowledged the differences in the family and education backgrounds of
each woman but “they need to overcome themselves and never think that they are
incapable of doing something”***. Finally, R2 added though women could be successful
as men could, they should keep their image as women. She said that “in my daily life, I
am very feminine. | like household arts as cooking, needlework and I am always a

woman of my family outside of my work "%,

Researcher’s reflection

R2 told her story in a deliberate accent. Our interview happened in a slow pace.
R2 was precise and cautious. She chose her presented words carefully and addressed
each issue with the same self-controlled manner. Occasionally, she stopped for seconds
before mentioning to something. She seemed to be thoughtful of the questions | asked

and the answers she provided. R2 was also very reserved. She did not tell much about

120 G tusi do, nguwoi phy ik van con dong gép tich cuc cho x& héi trén cwong vi lanh dao cua ho nhung
ho dd phdi nghi huu. Chinh sach ndy can duoc linh hogt hon nita dsi véi phu nilam viéc trong moi
trirong hoc thugt.
2 ho phdi vieot qua ban than va dimg bao gio nghi minh khong thé lam dwoc Viéc gi.
122 trong cugc song hang ngdy, cd ratni tinh. Co thich nghé thudt gia dinh nhw may VA, ndu dn va
¢0 ludn ludn 1a mgt nguoi phu nik cua gia dinh khi ¢é khong di lam.
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herself but spoke generously about her professional experience in her position. She was
a strong woman with demonstrated administrative and organisational skills. R2 also was
humble when talking about the achievements of her university under her leadership
terms. She said that, “ir would be better to let this issue for others to comment”?*,
However, to a certain extent, she was satisfied with her latest administrative job as
“most of the Rectors were experienced the position of the academic staff before entering
administrative positions and not all of them succeeded in their new roles. I did not dare
to say that I was successful but I fulfilled my job™**.

When R2 spoke, every word in her speech had the strength of an experienced
leader. She was skilful to avoid mentioning too much about her own and always found

exact words to express her ideas. Thus, there was never any doubt in her voice when she

spoke out. Caution was her characteristic that prevailed during our conversation.

123.t6t hon nén dé nhitng nguoi khdc danh gia vé viéc ndy

" hdu hét cac hiéu truong déu xudt than 1a gidng vién trirée khi dirgt bé nhigm 1am quan 1y va va khong
phdi tat ca trong so ho déu thanh cdng trong vai tro mgi cia minh.Co khéng ddm néi rang cb da thanh
cdng nhung cb hoan thanh nhiém vy cia minh
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7.1

Chapter 7: R3

My interview with R3, who was the first woman Rector of a famous university,
was in Hanoi. R3 was a sixty year old woman who was a Rector for more than seven
years. R3 became a university lecturer in 1974 after obtaining her degree at a
prestigious university in the former USSR. Prior to becoming a Rector, R3 was a faculty
dean, a chief of the international and research offices and a deputy Rector. Her career
rested on an outstanding record in a variety of university functions including
fundraising, academic affairs, research and public services, international relations and
human resources. R3 also was famous for her passion for her work. She is now a

professor teaching at the same university where she was a Rector.

The setting

R3’s university is one of the famous public four-year universities in Vietnam
with annual enrolments around 6,400 students at all levels and nearly four hundred
staff'?. The university specialises in business and foreign trade training with the
National University Entrance Examination pass mark is sometimes reached to 26.5 out
of the 30*%. Its students are highly sought after, not only for their academic knowledge,
but also for being dynamic, creative and self-confidence in social and community
activities. The university has three campuses in three regions throughout Vietnam: one
in the North [Hanoi], one in the South [Hochiminh city] and one in the Central. Among

these, the Hanoi campus is the main site. This campus is high in its prestige in

125 Source from Education and Training Statistics in the academic year 2008 — 2009, MOET

126 As cited in Chapter 1, the national university entrance examination in Vietnam including 3 subjects in
each group and each subject is marked based on 10 mark scale. To study in this university, the candidate
sometime has to achieve over 8 out of 10 for each subject, a very high competitive mark.
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comparison with other universities in Vietnam. There was a new sport complex, which
had just been built besides high standard lecture rooms and libraries. There were some
research centres that had been built by the funding of research co-operations between
this university and other foreign partners such as Japan and France. Becoming a student
of this university was my unsuccessful dream twenty years ago.

R3’s office was on the second floor of a research centre in Hanoi campus. The
office was slightly disorganised but with an atmosphere of a working office. It was quite
a big room for a university lecturer and filled up with the books, presents, medals and
certificates of merit since R3 was the Rector. When | arrived to meet R3 at the
university, she was sitting in her office reading a document.

R3 was not glamorous, but she was good-looking woman who liked simple
clothes, which were comfortable for work such as suits or shirts with trousers. R3 had a
compelling voice suited to those who could hold the floor to be heard. When she spoke,
she combined what she said with her body language to convey her meaning. There was
energy in her speech. | had many chances to meet R3 when she was a Rector, both at
her university and in the MOET’s site. Because of such friendly relation, we were
chatting for half an hour before starting our interview. R3 wanted to hear more about
my research and my career aspirations. She was very interested in my study as there
hasn’t been any research like this before on Vietnamese women Rectors in higher
education. Our conversation then moved to topics such as friends and hobbies. Later,
our interview lasted for nearly two hours. Sometimes, R3 had to stop to answer the
phones. Besides her role as a lecturer, R3 was an affiliate of some social legal
organisations such as Vietnam’s International Arbitration Centre and Vietnam’s Women

Union. She was in charge of several legislation projects there. R3 still maintains her
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7.2

7.2.1

connections with those organisations. R3 enjoyed speaking about her experiences and
was enthusiastic about the idea of sharing her story as a means of helping other potential
Vietnamese women to strive for the success in higher education leadership. There also
had been some regret when she had to leave the administrative post at the age [fifty

five] that she considered this to be the most mature part of a woman’s career.

R3’s story

Biography, family and education

R3 was born in the North of Vietnam in a family that had a tradition of working
in the education sector. Her father was a general director of a Department of the
Ministry of Education [now MOET] in his time. Her mother was a housewife and did
not go to university. R3 has two siblings. Her older sister was a high school teacher. Her
younger brother was a university lecturer and concurrently a director of a research
institute. “All my family works in education™™?’.

R3 and her siblings were given the most favourable conditions when they
entered school age. She finished high school in Hanoi with excellent results and was
sent to the USSR to study International Economic Law. She returned to Vietnam in
1974 and purposefully applied to work in a university as a lecturer. R3 was then a
famous woman lecturer, who had a strong influence on her colleagues and students by
her passion for being the best lecturer and her innovative teaching methods. Students
were so attracted to her teaching that they always rated her highly in evaluations among

other staff. In 1984, R3 went back to the former USSR to get her PhD in the same

subject that she studied at undergraduate level. In this period, her teaching skills and

Y27 T4t ca gia dinh téi déu lam trong nganh gido duc
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research capability was more improved. As a result, when R3 returned to Vietnam, she
was the lecturer, who had the highest number of published research articles in her
university.

R3 married in her late thirties. This age was considered too late for marriage or
“to be left on the shelf ™ according to Vietnamese culture. Her husband was her long
time friend, who worked for a bank and then retired. They had a daughter, who now was

a third year university student.

7.2.2 Ascension to the rectorship

R3 started her administrative career in higher education from the position of
deputy dean after she returned to Vietnam with her doctorate in 1987. During this time,
DOI MOI policy had been implemented. To adopt new ideas of higher education in a
market economy in transition time, many university lecturers in Vietnam were sent
abroad to take part in short courses on their expertise. Those courses provided university
lecturers with competent knowledge to help them understand and know how to survive
in the academic market competition. R3 was among the first lecturers, who benefited
from this policy. She took twelve-month intensive course in France. “I had a chance to
meet lecturers of a developed country that is totally different from a socialist country
like Vietnam. | familiarised myself with new approaches in curriculum development,
research and teaching methods**°. R3 quickly applied what she had learnt from this
course into practice. Because of her passion for her job and her keen mind, R3 was

appointed to be the chief of Science Research and International Relations Office. Being

128 1 é chong
' T6i ¢6 co hi durgc tiép cdn véi giang vién ciia mét mieéc phét trién, khac han véi mé hinh nuéc xa hgi
chu nghia nhw Viét Nam. Toi duoc lam quen véi cach tiep cdn mdi doi véi viéc phét triéen ngi dung
chuong trinh, nghién citu va phuwong phdp giang day.
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described as energetic, engaging, experienced, and enthusiastic, R3 was appointed to be
the deputy Rector in 1994 and four years later, she was unanimously selected as a solo
finalist for the rectorial search and became the first woman Rector in her university.

Recalling her journey to the Rectorship, R3 claimed that there were many
factors leading to this success. Those included her love of the job; her strong academic
and research knowledge; and her solid reputation in leadership practice; since she was
appointed to be the division vice chief of that helped her gain the respect of her
colleagues and students. When she was in this administration post, she tried to help her
colleagues earn more by organising extra classes for them in the evenings or at the
weekends. Owing to this experience, when she was appointed to be the Rector, she
knew how to gather university staff support because she was close enough to understand
what they want and their expectations. The fact that R3 married late and had a daughter
at thirty nine years was turned into a critical advantage. While other women were busy
with their marriages and children, she had earned her terminal degree and achieved
prestigious titles and awards [associate professor, best lecturer of the year] in her job. “/
did not dream of a Rector’s position but since | would not think | was anyone, other
people already knew about me. When talking about this university, they often mentioned
me and two other persons among hundreds"**°. Those factors helped R3 stand out from
all other university staff when it was thought of a potential Rector.

There were persons in R3’s life, who had a strong influence on her career choice
and development. R3 recognised the great influence of her father and two other women

in her life and career. “My father worked in the education sector until he was retired...

30 Khi t6i chira nghi t6i la ai thi moi nguoi da biét t6i. Khi dé cdp dén truong nay 1a ho cé dé cdp dén toi
1a mgt trong so ba nguoi tiéu biéu trong hang tram nguoi.
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He was a diligent educational official.... He was very dedicated to his job. He held
many senior administrative posts [university Deputy Rector, chief of Minister’s Office,
General Deputy Director] in his career... | followed him to work in education. | was so
much influenced by such family tradition that later, when there were many offers to
work in other fields, I did not change my job”**. When R3 was an undergraduate
student, her role model was a woman lecturer. This woman influenced her so much that
she wanted to be like her. “I was listening to her lectures as if | wanted to swallow her
words. At that time, I wished I would become a lecturer like her”***. There was another
woman, who also served R3 as her role model when she was a PhD candidate. “This
woman was my doctoral supervisor. She was a woman of patience and energy. She was
harsh but she made a strong impression on me of persevering in the chosen job. It was
her who inspired my enthusiasm for research by encouraging me to publish research
articles though it was not compulsory for all doctoral candidates at that time”***. The
mixture of family tradition and those experiences had helped R3 become who she was
now.

There was also a man who played important part in R3’s career advancement.
R3 recognised the fact that she would not be successful if she had not had a very
supportive predecessor behind her. It was he, who saw that R3 had a talent for

management, that she was capable, and that she could make a difference for the

31 B4 t6i lam trong nganh giao duc cho dén khi vé huu. Ong la mét cdng chirc gido duc man can. Ong rat
tan tuy véi cong viec. Ong tang 1am nhiéu v; tri quan ly giao duc. Toi theo 6ng lam viéc trong nganh giao
duc. Truyeén thong gia dinh da anh huong dén tdi manh dén néi sau nay c6 nhiéu co héi nhung t6i van
khong chuyen nghé.
132 T6i ldng nghe bai gidng ciia ba nhuw nuét timg |oi. Vao liic dé t6i mo woc |a t0i é troé thanh ngieoi nhie
ba.
33 D6 1a ba gido hiéng ddan cia toi. Ba 1& mgr nguoi cb chi va nghj lue. Dii ba la ngueoi nghiém khdc
nhung ba d@é lai cho t6i dn nrong 1a chon viéc gi phai lam dén cing. Chinh ba la nguoi truyén dam mé
nghién cizu trong toi bang cach déng vién téi ding béao di lic dé khong bat bugc nghién cizu sinh phdi
dang bdo khoa hoc.
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university. R3 was indebted to this man as he often encouraged her, pushed her into
more responsible tasks. “Regardless how good you are, if your leader does not
recognise you and support you, you are still no one 134

In terms of development activities, before accepting deputy position, she asked
her Rector to let her continue her teaching job as she felt that it was vital to keep in
touch with her students. R3 knew that it would be busier for her but if she had to leave
the classroom, she would not have accepted this position. For her, being in contact with
students was both her lifetime target and developmental opportunity. She could see the
problems of the university from her students and her staff position. R3 adhered to this
principle and for years, she "was among the limited number of Rectors, who were doing

»135

well in both positions of an administrator and a lecturer”=>. As well, she also was a

member of academic and professional committees related to her expertise.

7.2.3 Leadership practices

Since her appointment as deputy dean in 1988, R3 had learnt how to deal with
university management. During the time she was the first woman Rector of the
university, she was continuously learning from the experiences of other senior
administrators and Rectors. R3 valued the times when she was trained abroad as those
chances equipped her “with abilities such as to listen to others, to have good
communication skills, to be visionary, to solve the problems and to accomplish a

»,136.

number of tasks at the onetime ”**°; the qualities that she thought were important in her

job as a Rector. According to her, the success of a Rector comes firstly from the

34 DU bgn c6 tai gisi dén ddau ma ngwoi lanh dao khong nhin ra ban thi ban vén chdng 1a ai ca.
135 1a mgt trong sé it 6i cac hiéu trieong vira lam quan 1y va vira day hoc.
138 yoi mét s6 kha nang nhw biét ldng nghe ngueoi khéc, c6 ki ndng giao tiép tét, tam nhin réng, va cé thé
gidi quyét van dé va thyc hién mét sé nhiém vy trong cting mét thoi diém.
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consensus of all university staff. Thus, when R3 made a decision, she always made sure
to integrate all staff’s input to give them the feeling that their ideas were respected. The
right decisions were not necessary to generate totally from her but the decisions that
benefited for the whole university. “My staff and my students were my concerns. I often
asked my staff's opinions before making a decision. | was open and receptive to their
positive ideas. The more | shared with them, the more reliable base of the decision
was ¥,

R3 was a decisive and inquiring Rector. “When a decision was made, 1
supervised, speeded up the implementation process regularly to get the best result of
that task™**®. She also was a responsible Rector. “When a microphone was broken and
worked improperly or there was a hole on the ceiling in a lecture room, | directly went
to the field and urged for its immediate repair to ensure that my staff and my students
were given the best conditions for their teaching and studying "**. Like R1, her manner
also was inclusive. She gave her staff the flexibility to be innovative to do their jobs but
she often involved in their activities. “I let them perform but I included myself as a
member in the team .

R3 confessed that she was tough but she believed that “the effective woman

Rector is a person, who understands and combines both male and female traits in her

137 Can bg va sinh vién trong truong 1 méi quan tam cua toi. TOi thuong hdi ¥ kién can bé cia trurong
truéc khi dura ra quyét dinh. Toi that tinh tiép thu nhing > fweng tich cuc cua ho. T6i cang chia sé véi ho
thi nén tang cua cac quyér dinh cang déng tin cdy.
38 Khi quyér dinh da dwoc diea ra, thi t6i don doc quyét liét qua trinh thuc hién, kiém tra thuong xuyén dé
két qua dat duwot tot nhat..
139 Khi mgt mi- cré bi hong hogc chdr hrong sir dung kém hay cé mét 16 héng trén tran nha cia gidng
dwong, 10i tryc tiép dén hién truong va dé ngh; sira chira ngay ldp tirc dé dam bao rang can bg va sinh
Vién ciia truwong duroc trang bj cdc diéu kién tot nhat cho viéc giang day va hoc tap.
Y0 T8i dé ho thuc hién nhung t6i van coi minh niu 13 mgt thanh vién trong nhém.
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leadership position”**. Thus, R3 did not bother much on the comments that she was as
rational or forceful as man sometimes. “The image of university Rectors in Vietnam is
still based on male standards. /t’s a trap when a woman Rector tries to model strictly
male traits in her position but using them flexibly in different situations would be the
most effective”**. R3 was skilful when she mixed both male attributes and female
characteristics in her job. “I was tough but when it needed, I used women’s sensitivity to
understand other people’s activities and their thoughts to approach those issues
appropriately and convincingly”lA?’.

With regard to hiring people, R3 remarked that Rectors should hire competent
people, who could assume the tasks and should have gained the truly respect of all
others. The recruitment process should be clear, publicised and transparent and not
based on the Rectors personal feelings. R3 had refused the demand of relatives or
friends to work in her university; even those persons “were very nice”*.

According to R3, her appointment was not her own personal achievement,
interest or privilege. This position was the confidence of colleagues and students placed
in her. In broader view, she thought that it also was a success and challenge for women
working in higher education. Thus, she had to do this job with all her best and made
herself as a role model to inspire other women to use their capacity to move forwards. “I

know that | was demanding. | know that my staff sometimes reproached me of having

high expectations and concentrating on detail, but | also was a model of those high

Y niz hiéu trong hiéu qud 1a nhitng nguoi  hiéu va két hop ca tinh cach cua nam va ni ¢ vi tri lanh
dao cua minh
2 Hinh anh cuahiéu truong truong dai hoc ¢ Viét Nam van duwatrén cac tiéu chudgn cia nam
gigi. N6 1a mgt cai bdy khi mét niz hiéu truong cé gang &p dung mét céch triér dé cac ddc diém nam
tinh ¢ v; tri ciia minh nhung sir dung ching linh hogt trong cac tinh huang khac nhau sé 1a hiéu qua nhdt.
Y3 T6i rdt cing rdn nhing khi can thiét, ti sir dung sw nhay cam cia phy nié dé hiéu hanh déng va suy
nghi cua nguoi khac dé tiép can nhiing vdn dé dé mét cach thich hop va thuyét phuc
¥ ho 1a nhitng nguoi tot
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expectations. | worked extremely hard in my position and | continually learnt to
improve my knowledge ™. R3 thought that her leadership style was suitable for her

university’s context during her seven years as Rector.

7.2.4 Challenges, solutions and strategies

Being a Rector made R3 felt guilty about her family. “Eight working hours a
day were not enough for me. | needed fifteen hours. As a result, my family responsibility
was neglected™*°. R3 credited her husband for helping her overcome the difficulties in
balancing work and life. Because they were aged and knew each other long enough to
understand each other’s characters, R3’s husband was tolerant and supportive. He
understood the demands of his wife’s job and he accepted her absences from home. This
man was willing to do the housework and look after their only daughter. Part of R3’s
success was built on this sacrifice. She would have been unable to focus on her career if
her husband had not put aside his own career to help her take care of their family. R3
acknowledged that “this was not the ideal arrangement, but it was part of the sacrifice

for the job™’

...In my seven years as a Rector, | could not spend a complete New Year
holidays with my family, but | had never heard any complaints from my husband or my
daughter *®... my husband and my daughter understood my job and were very proud of

me®*... | had a simple family life... I had one daughter and a supportive husband. | was

grateful to my husband for sharing my burden of social responsibility and

' T6i biét rang toi 1a mgr nguoi doi hoi cao. Toi biét rang can bé trong truong déi khi chi trich toi la
nguoi Ky vong cao va tdp trung vao chi tiét nhung t6i ciing la mét dién hinh cua nhiing ky vong do. Toi da
1am viéc cuc ky tich cuc trong vi tri cza minh va toi ludn ludn hoc tdp dé nang cao kién thiic.

8 Tam gio lam viéc mét ngay khdng dui cho toi. Toi can gio muwoi lam gio. Két qud 13, trach nhiém gia
dinh t6i da bi sao lang.

Y47 gay khong phai 1a sir sdp xép Iy neong, dé 1a mét phdn cuia sy hy sinh cho cong viéc

% Trong bay nim lam hiéu truong, i khong thé co mgt ky nghi ndm méi hoan chinh véi gia dinh ciia
t01, nhung t0i chua bao gio nghe thay bat ky loi phan nan cua chong va con gai toi.

149 chéng va con gai toi hiéu cong viéc cua toi va rat ti hao vé toi
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housework =",

R3’s journey to the Rector’s position was not a problem for her because she was
qualified and people recognised her capability [since she was appointed to be the
Deputy Rector]. R3 possessed the criteria needed for a university Rector candidate. She
held a doctoral degree, she had a good reputation in teaching and researching with
association the title of professor; and she had the proper management experience in the
roles of deputy dean, office chief and then Deputy Rector. However, R3 admitted that
she was appointed to be the Rector in a very challenging time when there was personal
friction in her university. The former Rector, at the end of his terms had mismanaged
and failed the trust of the university staff. For R3, the first thing she had to do as Rector
was to reinforce staff confidence. It was not an easy task. R3 had experienced doubts
during her first months as a Rector. “People observed me subtly within my first six
months because | was a woman and there had never been any woman Rector in this
university. They were curious about my leadership style. Furthermore, the faction
within the university when | was appointed was a part in this suspicion. People were
worried that | could not unite my staff’”™". R3 did not let this suspicion last too long.
With a solid background in management for several years plus an inquiring mind, she
took the Rector role as was expected of her. She was eager to learn from other Rectors
how to lead a university effectively. By learning from them, R3 gained valuable
knowledge about different leadership styles and abilities. As a result, except for the first

six months, R3’s achievements in the Rector position were highly appreciated by her

10761 c6 mot cuge séng gia dinh don gian. T6i chi cd mét con gai va mér nguoi chong day théng cam.
Toi biét on ch&ng 16i dd chia xé ganh nang vé cac nhiém vu xa hoi ciing nhuwr cong viéc gia dinh voi toi.
151 Moi nguwoi quan sét tdi mgt cach té nh; trong vong sau thang dau tién cia toi vi ti 1a mét ngueoi phu
Nit VA chua ¢6 bdt ky mét hiéu trueng nirndo trong truong dai hoc ndy. Ho to mo vé phong céch lanh
dao cua t0i. Hon nira, viéc chia bé phai trong truong truéc khi toi dugc bé nhiém da gép phan vao su
nghi ngo ndy. Ho da lo ldng rang toi khong thé 1am cho can bé cuia truong thong nhat.
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staff and other colleagues.

There was one personal characteristic that R3 recognised as weakness; her hot
temper. “Though I was a woman, | was hot tempered. At times, this personal
characteristic negatively influenced on my job. It would be better if I was more patient.
People do not always understand you whenever you are hot tempered or too hasty on
results of the tasks though you work hard and do not ask for your personal rewards 5z,

R3 gradually had leant how to keep calm through her seven years working in the top

position.

7.2.5 Contribution to improve the status of women

R3 believed that there many factors hinder women’s career advancement in
higher education. Of all that factors, marriage and children are the most cause in
keeping women from pursuing academic and career goals. In comparison with a male
leaders, woman always have to struggle to balance work and life. “This is the main
factor preventing women from being successful in their careers. Men could not be
pregnant so motherhood is women’s natural responsibility. We could not change it "%,

Because of social conventions, Viethamese women always put their husband’s
success before theirs. R3 honestly said that she was fortunate to have that “ideal’”*>*
man. In terms of government policies, R3 claimed that she was the woman, who was

disadvantaged because of the compulsory age retirement for women in Vietnam. In her

opinion, this policy minimises women’s contribution to their careers. R3 considered the

152 Mdc du toi 1a phu nit nhung téi rat nong tinh. Béi khi, diéu nay da anh hwong tiéu cuc  dén cong
viéc cia t0i. S& tot hon néu toi kién nhdn mgt chiit. Nguoi ta khong phai ludn ludn hiéu ban bdt cit khi
nao ban nong gidn hogc qua voi vang vé két qua cua cong viéc du ban 1am viée cham chi va khdng yéu
cau phan thuong cho ca nhan ban.
'3 Pdy la yéu t6 chinh ngdn can phy nit thanh cong trong su nghiép. Pan dng khong thé mang thai vi thé
Iam me la trach nhiém ty nhién cia phy niz. Chang ta khéng thé thay déi duoc diéu nay.
154 Ly tuong
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age from fifty five to sixty to the most mature time in the career life of women working
in academic environment. When “women can accumulate sufficient experiences to
practice their duties in the most effective way and their family responsibility is lessened,
they have to retire ™.

Regardless of the difficulties above, in addition to the advantages that women
bring into leadership that other women commented, R3 emphasised that “women
leaders are good diplomat and negotiators. They bring their good communicative and
negotiable skills to the table. Furthermore, in the context of Vietnam, women leaders
are more determined to resist temptations and not easy to compromise with corrupt
practices. They are more earnest than men 18

R3 shared her useful thoughts for other aspiring women working in higher
education. She echoed with R1 and R2 that, women must have strong knowledge by
getting a doctorate degree and a range of characteristics that useful for them in
leadership positions. In addition to what mentioned in the previous interviews, another
piece of R3’s advice for potential women was “fo nurture a passion for the job ™.
Passion was a motivation for women to enjoy their work and encourage them to learn
new methods to deliver their work more effectively. “If women passionately,
continuously learn in their work, they will be successful™**®. Lastly, R3 encouraged

women, even in their successes should remain the feminine beings that they are.

“Women should not try to imitate men. They should know how to bring into play all the

15 hguoi phu nitcod thé tich liy dikinh nghiém dé dam dwong nhiém vu cia minh mgt cach hiéu

qua nhdt va khi trach nhiém gia dinh cua ho gidm di, ho lai phai nghi hwu
1% ohy nit lanh dao 1a nhing nha ngoai giao va dam phdn gioi. Ho thé hién diroc cac ky ndng giao
tiép va thuwong lwong tottrén ban dam phan. Hon nira, trong boi canh cia Viét Nam, phy nir 1&nh
dao quyét tam hom trong viéc chong lai cdm dé va khdng dé dang thoa hiépvéi cac hanh vi tham
nhiing. Ho nghiém chinh hon dan éng.
Y7 Nuéi dwong niém dam mé nghé nghiép.
158 Néu phu niz nhiét tinh va lién tuc hoc héi trong cong viéc, ho sé thanh cong.
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advantages of women such as negotiable and consultative skills in every situation”™ .

7.3 Researcher’s reflection

R3 was a dedicated Rector. For her, “the Rector position was not the aim of my career.
It was the whole university’s trust in me and | had to finish this task with my most
energy and knowledge and I did”*®. R3 respected this position so much that she
regretted leaving it in late 2005 at the age of fifty five. R3’s honestly believed that “If'/
had had more five years, | would have done this job better and contributed more to the
development of my university"***. Nevertheless, R3 was a woman of work. She came
back to teaching job as a full time lecturer in the university. “I do not feel something
missing. | still attach with my university and contribute to its development in the
position that | already started from the very first day of my career [full time
lecturer] "**2. Through her entire career, R3 had received many awards both in position
of a lecturer and an administrator such as Outstanding Teacher Award, Medal for the
Contribution for young generation, Medal of Labour and Honour of People’s Teacher.
Besides, due to her contribution to the education cooperation between Vietnam and
France, she was bestowed Cross of the Legion of Honour by the French Government.
R3’s career made herself a role model for women working in higher education in
Vietnam. The interview with R3 left me a feeling that if 1 continued to work hard and |

was provided with the right opportunities, | could achieve similar successes.

9 Phy nir khdng nén ¢ gdng bdt chuéc dan éng. Ho can phdi biét cach phét huy tat ca nhiing loi thé
cua phu nit nhu ki nang thiwong heong Va tir van trong moi tinh huong.
180 v tri higu trieong khong phdi 1a muc tiéu trong si nghiép cua toi. Do 1 1ong tin cia todn triong vao
t6i va toi phdi hoan thanh né véi toan bg sinh lyc va kién thic cia minh va toi da lam nhue thé.
161 Néu t6i c6 thém nam nam nira, t6i dd c6 thé thyc hién cong viéc ndy tor hon va déng gdép nhiéu
hon cho su phét trién cia trirong.
162 T6i khong cam thdy c6 gi hut hang. Toi van con gan b6 véi truong dai hoc ciia minh va déng gép vao
s phét trién cia trueong ¢ vi tri ma toi da bat dau tir nhirng ngay dau tién trong s nghiép cua toi
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8.1

Chapter 8: R4

R4, who was the first woman Rector of a specialist music academy where she
had a lifelong attachment; as a student, a lecturer and as an administrator. From 1996,
she served her academy as its Rector for more than ten years. Even while she was a
Rector, R4 also continued to be a music educator and performer. Before this interview, |
had not talked with her personally. Our contacts were only the exchange of greetings in
higher education conferences in Vietnam. R4 is a petite woman who looks younger than
her age. She possessed a soft but slightly husky voice. For the interview she was dressed
very smartly, wearing a nice soft dress and she wore her hair pulled back. It was very
easy to see a perfect harmony between the lecturer and the artist in R4. She had held the
noblest titles that were granted by the Vietnamese Government such as the Woman of
the Year, People's Teacher and People’s Artist. Leaving the Rector position in 2007,
most of R4’s time was now spent teaching performing. She also was a member of
Vietnamese performing artist association, Vietnam’s Women Union and others

community organisations.

The setting

R4’s academy was one of the comprehensive public higher education institutions
in Vietnam focusing on music research and training. It offers professional music
training ranging from secondary education up to bachelor, master and doctoral levels.
There were approximately seven hundred students studying in its different music
courses and programs*®®. The academy had two hundred lecturers; many being awarded

the title of People’s Teachers and Meritorious Teachers. It is most often the graduates

163 Source from Education and Training Statistics in academic year 2008 — 2009, MOET
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from this academy who become prominent music performers, music teachers,
musicologists, composers and conductors in Vietnam. Many win prizes at national and
international music competitions. The academy was in the process of reconstruction
when our interview took place. A complex of teaching rooms and a high standard
concert hall had been built next to the old campus to position the academy as one of the
top higher education institutions in Vietnam and in the Southeast Asia region in music
training. This construction had begun during R4’s terms. My appointment with R4
happened in the old academy campus one day before her trip to take part in a regional
music competition. Under the guidance of a security guard, | had to pass a construction
site that was full of bricks, cement and scaffolds. On the next day, R4 was flying to
Jakarta, so she was very busy preparing for this. Her mission, besides the role of an
examiner, was the leader of her academy competitors. When | arrived, R4 was
discussing the competition program with her students and her colleagues about talking
and how to perform beautifully in the entrance hall. 1 noticed some famous figures in
the artistic circle, whom I have rarely met except in the media. | could see a tremendous
amount of respect in their attitudes toward R4. It was a very hot day. When R4 saw me,
she talked to a technical official to switch on the air conditioner in a teaching room and
asked me to wait for a while. Observing R4’s discussion with others, I realised that she
was very supportive and dedicated to her students’ success.

R4 received me in a teaching room of the old building. Because of the specific
characteristic of music training, all of the teaching rooms here were air-conditioned,
small and soundproofed. We were not disturbed by any outside noise. | guessed this
room was for future pianists because there was a piano there. As in the other interviews,

we had to stop our talk several times because R4 received phone calls. Knowing that R4
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had to skip her lunch to meet me, | tried to finish our conversation within sixty minutes

but we ran past the allotted time.

8.2 R4’s story

8.2.1 Biography, family and education

R4 was born in a family that had music as well as revolutionary traditions in
Vietnam. R4’s father was an intellectual and a revolutionary. R4’s mother was one of
the first Vietnamese to receive a bachelor in music from the Prague Conservatory. Her
parents had met in Paris and then, moved to Prague, where she was born. In 1951, their
family returned to Vietnam and lived in the Northernmost Vietnamese base. Her father
died here a year later during his mission without knowing that his wife was pregnant
with their second child. At that time, R4 was only two and a half years old. After this
tragic event, R4’s mother moved to Hanoi to develop her career as a pianist and a music
teacher. She remarried a famous writer and had a son in her second marriage. R4’s
mother was one of the founders of the music academy, where her daughter was to
become its Rector.

Both R4’s younger brother and her half-brother were musically talented. The
former loved music and studied the piano for several years but he became an architect,
with a doctorate and now he is the director of a Research and Design Institute in
Vietnam. The latter, after gaining the first prize in a prestigious international
competition became famous worldwide as a pianist and music lecturer.

R4 learnt how to play a piano when she was a child and she was a primary and
secondary music student at her mother’s faculty. She was then sent to the former USSR

for her BA in music. Returning to Vietnam in late 1975, R4 followed her mother as a
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music teacher at the academy. In 1983, at the time she was the dean of the piano faculty,
R4 returned to the former USSR for a PhD in Music Studies in a famous conservatory.
Twice married, R4 has a daughter from her first marriage who has also followed
a family tradition of studying music. She is also an undergraduate music student in a
foreign country. R4 hopes that one day, her daughter like her grandmother and mother
contribute to the academy in her own way. R4 did not say anything about her first
husband and | respected her privacy in this matter. She was happy with her current
marriage. They were friends before deciding to live together. Her husband was a famous
singer before moving to administrative career. He was once a Vice-Minister. Several
years ago, R4’s husband retired from administration position and now worked at the

same academy as R4 as a music lecturer.

8.2.2 Ascension to the rectorship

R4 obtained her doctorate in 1987, became an associate professor in 1991 and
was appointed, first a faculty dean, then deputy Rector in charge of academic affairs by
1994. Over one year later, she was the academy’s first woman Rector. R4 performed the
role Rector in parallel with her teaching and performing careers.

Becoming a music lecturer was R4’s sole dream. “I was growing up with my
mother’s music and was trained in prestigious music academies. I loved piano, I loved

1,164

music... I had never imagined other than being a music teacher But becoming a

1165

Rector was her “luck ™ as she explained. “When | was young, | concentrated much on

improving my music knowledge. | have never thought that | would be an administrator

164 €6 da Ion 1én véi am nhac cia me ¢é va dwoc dao tao tai cac hoc vién am nhac c6 uy tin. Co yéu
piano, tdi yéu am nhac ... C6 chuwra bao gio twong twong dén viéc tré thanh mét nguwoi ndao khac hon la
mg¢t giao vién am nhac
1%5 may mdn
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and later, a Rector. Then there was a time, when the female factor in administration
became the centre of attention. It was said that in music training in Vietnam, the
number of women have been occupied more than a half of population but there had
never been any senior woman administrator or equivalent. At the same time, in my
academy, there was also a need to prepare human resources for the handover from old
generation to the younger one”*®®. Owing to a continuous educational process, R4 had
the qualifications for selection, and in that context, she was the top choice in the
academy. R4 said that her appointment was a “brave”'®’ decision of the higher
authority because there were opinions, which supposed that “7 was a woman, I was too
young and | lacked the experience to undertake this position. It was a challenge for
those, who took me seriously because at the time of my appointment, | thought I was the
youngest female individuals in the top position in this field in the country®®
Nevertheless, R4 did accept this challenge, as being young and a woman, by not letting
those factors get in her way. R4 was also very aware of her family tradition. “...my
mother is a Meritorious Artist, a People’s Teacher and one of the founders of this

academy. My youngest brother is a People’s Artist and used to be a student of this

academy. Their contribution to this academy was remarkable. | was facilitated to have

166 Khi ¢c6 con tré, cd tdp trung nhiéu vao nang cao kién thizc &m nhac cia minh. C6 chua bao gic nghi
rang ¢ sé la mét nguoi qudn Iy va sau dé la mét hiéu truong. Sau do thi dén thoi diém, khi nhan to nir
trong quan ly tro thanh trung tam cua sw chl y. Nguoi ta ndi rang trong viéc dao tao am nhac tai Viét
Nam, sé luong phu nit da duwoc chiém hon mét nira tong sé can bg 1am viée trong linh vue nay nhung
chwa bao gio ¢ nit can b quan ly cap cao hoge twong duong. Dong thoi, lic do, tai hoc vién cua cd
ciing can phai ¢6 sw chuan bj nhan si cho viéc chuyén giao tir thé hé lanh dao cii sang thé hé lanh dao
mdi, tré hon.
17 diing cam
168 Co la mgt phy niz, c6 con qua tré va thiéu kinh nghiém dé cé thé nhdn chitc vu nay. D6 la mét théch
thirc cho nhiing nguoi da tin tweng cd boi Vi tai thoi diém bé nhiém, ¢6 nghi ¢6 la nguoi phu nik ni tré
nhdt giiz Vi tri nay trong linh vuee dao tao &m nhac cia cd nuéc
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an appropriate education. Thus, | had to do my best to be adequate with my family

. 5,169
tradition”".

After eleven years of being an administrator, R4 left this job along with the titles
of People's Teacher, People’s Artist and other noble awards. Under her leadership, the
academy expanded its campus and strengthened its image in regional and international
circles. More and more students from other countries came to study at the academy,
with students winning first prize in prestigious international and regional music
competitions. R4 retired as Rector at the age of fifty seven. She was one of the special
cases, allowed to continue in their administrative post two years after exceeding the

- .17
women’s retired age policy’™.

It was her mother, who inspired R4 to go into teaching and who was the most
influential person in her life and career. “My mother was my role model. Seeing her
playing piano and teaching other students, | dreamt of one day, when | would be like
her. 1 had always wanted to live in music and especially, | liked being a music
teacher”™*™. R4 proudly stated that “I had experienced administrative positions [deputy
dean, dean] that my mother held during her time here. | was very proud that | followed

my mother’s career path and contributed to the development of this academy”172.

189 Me o 1a mot Nghé si wu ti, Gido vién nhdn ddn va la mét trong nhing nguoi sang ldp hoc vién
nay. Em trai Ut cia ¢ la mgt Nghé si nhdn ddn va ciing ting la mét sinh vién cua hoc vién. Ho ¢6 nhiing
déng gép ding ké cho hoc vién. C6 duoc tao cdce diéu kién dé cé dwoc mét nén giéo duc tot. Vi vdy, cd
phdi lam hét sitc minh dé xitng déang véi truyén thong cia gia dinh.
170 See Chapter 3, part about Vietnam and higher education in Vietnam, which described in detail the
university rector selection criteria and appointment in this area.
Y Me ¢6 la hinh mdu cia cd. Thdy ba choi piano va day cdc sinh vién khdc, cé mo wée dén mét ngay, co
sé diroc nhw ba. C6 dd luén luén muon séng trong &m nhac va dac biét, ¢o thich 1am gido vién am nhac.
Y72.Co dda da trdi qua céc vi tri ma me ciia ¢é da dam dirong trong thoi gian 1am viéc ¢ hoc vién. Co rat tir
hao rang cé da di theo con duong sw nghiép cua me va da gop phan vao si phét trién cia hoc vién nay.
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8.2.3

In addition to her mother, R4 gave credit to her predecessor. Since she was
appointed to be the deputy Rector, this man gave her opportunities to test her leadership
ability in other areas outside her responsibility in academic affairs as though she was a
trainee. “I thought this was his purpose, to train me as his successor. | had assumed this
role until being officially appointed to be the Rector ",

Because of the uniqueness of the music training, besides her role as a Rector, R4
had established her own music ensemble specialising in classical music performance. In

this area her reputation grew within and outside of Vietnam, bringing international

prestige in music training to the academy.

Leadership practices

R4 found it was very difficult to describe her leadership style, which she saw
different from other Rectors. In her strong attachment to the academy, she considered it
as her home; and her staff as her family. “Studying music is often decided by the

influence of family tradition”™"

. Like R4, most of her staff had had parents or
grandparents who worked for this academy. As a result, in terms of administration, they
were her subordinates; in an artistic circle, they were her colleagues and in everyday
life, they were her friends. R4 felt that she should share her trust with them. 7
respected and was close to my staff. 1 was willing to listen to them and made sure that
we all shared the same purpose that is to educate students and make this academy

17
117

develop to a higher leve ..I encouraged my staff to show their abilities. I listened to

' C6 nghi day la chu § cua hiéu trirong muén dao tao cé thanh nguoi ké nhiém ong. C6 da dam nhdn vai
tré nay cho den khi tré thanh hiéu truong chinh thizc.
™ Vige chon hoc &m nhac thuong dugc xdc dinh boi anh hiong cia truyén thang gia dinh.
' Coton trongvagdn gii véican bg cua minh. Co sin sang lang nghe ho va dam bao chdac
chan rang tdt ca moi nguoi cling chia sé muc dich 14 dao tqo sinh vién va lam cho hoc vién nay phat
trién dén mét mire dé cao hon
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their ideas as well as their criticism. | was always humble and honest to accept my
weaknesses and learn from those with better experience ™.

For R4, the power of a Rector was the ability to bring people together and build
a strong team. “My responsibility was to gather people and we all performed our jobs
efficiently for the development of this academy”'". R4 thought that she did not need to
be in charge or to be excellent at everything. She saw herself as the principal conductor,
who kept everyone together, who led and provided direction, supervision and support to
her staff to ensure the best joint performance. R4 had a supporting team including three
male assistants; “all the leading experts in their subjects™"®. Those men had helped her
greatly in running the academy and one of them later became her successor “You should
have strong organisational skills. Each of my male assistants has his strengths in their
expertise and I found the best way to make them cooperate with each other and together
exhibit their capabilities at full throttle™'”®. R4 did not find this a threat to her
leadership. She believed in the capability of her team members, as they used to be her
classmates, and they had known each other for long time. Nevertheless, she had never

experienced a case when her feelings transgressed the principles in her job. In recruiting

them, she emphasised that “I respect their talents but I highly appreciated the loyalty,

176 co khuyén khich can bg trong hoc vién thé hién khd ndng ciaho. C6 ldng nghe y twong ciing
nhwnhing loi phé binh cia ho. Co ludn ludn khiém tén va trung thuc thira nhdn nhimg diém yéu cua
minh va rat kinh nghiém tir d6 @é 1am cho ban than hoan thién hon.
Y7 Tréch nhiém cua cd 1a tdp hop moi nguoi dé thuc hién cong viéc mét cach hiéu qua vi si phat trién
cua hoc vién.
178 Ho 1a cac chuyén gia hdng ddu trong cdc linh vuc cia minh.
79 Ban can phdi c6 kj ning té chirc tot. Mai nam tro ly ciia ¢ déu cd thé manh cia minh trong chuyén
mén va ¢é da tim ra céach tot nhat 1a 1am cho he hop tac véi nhau va cing nhau thé hién kha nang
cua minh mét cach toi da.
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humbleness and objectiveness. There should be a harmonisation of those
characteristics. We were a team, not a personal image "%,

R4 invited participation and collaboration, but made her own decisions. “I
appreciated my staff’s ideas, but | was the person who finally made the decision after
considering all positive thoughts. Sometimes, | had to convince them to follow my
decisions but it did not mean a compromise. They must understand me, my leadership
role and my SZyle”lgl.

Attention to minor details and involvement in the miscellaneous things was a
part of that style. “If I saw dust in classrooms, I directly asked the handy people to
clean it. | loved this place so much that | wanted to take care of it as | did to my

house 1,182

8.2.4 Challenges, solution and strategies

Like the other women in this study, R4 was aware that her career had affected
her family. While her own daughter was grown up and studied abroad, she lived with
her husband’s son and her two grandchildren. R4 accepted that it was not easy to
balance family and work, so she had to be well-organised and conscious of her role in
the family. She put work aside when she came home. “At the academy, I was the

Rector, but at home | had to remove that ‘leadership jacket’ to be a wife, a mother and

180 Coton trong tai ndng cua ho nhung cé ciing danh gia cao sy trung thanh, khiém ton va khach
quan. Nén cé mét si hai hoa gira nhiing dac diém nay. Pdy la mgt nhém, khong phdi 1a mét hinh anh ca
nhan.
' Co danh gid cao nhiing ¥ nedng cua can bg ciia minh, nhung ¢d 1a nguoi cudi cling ra quyét dinh sau
khi da xem xét tat ca cacy kien tich cuc. Co luc co phdi thuyet phuc ho 1am theo y kién cia c6 nhung
khéng phdi nhw la mgt sy nhwrong bg. Ho can phai hiéu c¢é, vai tro lanh dao va phong cdch lanh dao cua
co.
' Néu c6 nhin thdy bui trong 16p hoc, ¢d truc tiép goi nguoi lao cong dén 1am sach 16p. CO yéu noi
nay rat nhiéu va muon cham séc N6 nhu cham séc cho ngoi nha cua co.
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a grandmother, by taking care of my family members in the most appropriate way”**,

R4 held her family responsibility through an overseeing mechanism. She hired other
people to do the housework under her direct control. “My family members were not
happy to see me busy with a pile of unnamed family duties. The most important thing
was that they enjoyed their favourite foods at every meal and were satisfied with my

184

arrangements™ ...when | had time, | cooked, designed and sewed my family members’

and my own clothes; I knitted scarves, hats and coats "%

R4’s husband supports her unconditionally in her career. “I am fortunate to have
a husband, who understands my job, who is always caring and supportive 188 Her
position was a challenge for him as she had to travel a lot within Vietnam and abroad.
She also often had to attend late meetings and performance. But he did not complain
and was understanding, as they were in the same field and he had also been a senior
administrator. His support made work-life balance easier for R4; and sometimes, his
advice came in handy when she had problems in her work. .

Being the first woman in the highest leadership position in a university was not
an easy job. “I was very worried when accepting the position. I thought it would be very
hard, and in fact, it was tougher than | thought **’, because she was playing a multirole

as a Rector, a music lecturer and a performer. At times, she felt exhausted when she had

to be spread across areas outside of music, including admissions, budgeting, recruiting

18 0 hoc vién, co 1a higu trieong nhung khi ¢ nhd, ¢ phdi céi cdi do khodc “lanh dao”  dé nhie mgt

nguoi Vo, Mot nguoi Me va mét nguoi ba cham séc cua cac thanh vién cia gia dinh ¢d mgt cach thich

hop nhat.

8% Moi nguoi trong gia dinh ciia c6 ciing khong thich thi véi Viéc dé ¢d nhé nhgi ban rén véi

mét dong cdng viéc gia dinh khong tén. Piéu quan trong nhat la ho Van dwoc thuong thire cdc mon an va

thich cza minh trong cac bita dn hang ngay va hai 1ong véi su sdp xép cua co.

185 khi c6 thoi gian, ¢é ciing ndu dn, thiét ké, dan lat va may vé cho céc thanh vién gia dinh cia minh va

chinh ban than minh quan 4o, khan len, mii, va 4o khoac.

186 C6 may mdn c6 dwoc mét ngueoi chong hiéu biét cong viéc cia co va ludn cham séc va ha tro co.

187.Co da rat lo lang khi nhdn v; tri nay. C6 nghi nd sé rdt khé khan va trong thuc té né con khé khan hon
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8.2.5

staff, international and internal relations, building and planning. Coming from an artistic
family, where music was the only interest, R4 admitted that she was not good at some of
those other fields. Having a good assistant team around her lessened the pressure as the
men were very supportive of her. “In my terms, there were problems that I thought they
seemed beyond my capability but finally, | finished those with the strong support from
my staff’”**®. Besides, whenever R4 was in hard times, she also called on senior
administrators for advice. “I was a woman of persistence. I should not be hasty. I was
not the smartest and | had to learn how to lead this academy step by step. Playing music
Was very difficult and I could do that. How couldn’t I learn to be an effective

administrator as easily "*%%?

Sometimes, R4 felt distracted with negative gossip. She herself experienced
these on many occasions simply because she had a male assistant team. R4 was
disturbed by the way other people could judge casual meals between her and her male
team-mates as something negative, for example, an affair. But, having a husband
working in the same field had its advantages. R4’s husband showed his support,
advising her that “the best way to deal with this problem is just to ignore their talk and

concentrate on your job”**, which she did.

Contribution to improve the status of women

188 Trong nhiém ky ciia minh, c6 nhiing vdn dé ma cd nghi rang dwong nhu vieot qué kha néang cia minh,
nhung cusi cing, ¢d da hoan thanh si hé tro-manh mé tir dgi ngii cde cén bg ciia minh
189.Co l1a mét nguoi phy nik kién tri. Co khong nén vgi vang. Co khong phdi la nguei hiéu biét nhdt va
0 ¢6 thé hoc cdch lanh dao hoc vién dan tirng buwéc. Choi nhac rdt khé ma c6 da cé thé 1am dwoc diéu
@6. Thé thi 1am sao ma cd khdng thé hoc dé tro thanh mgt nha quan ly hiéu qua duroc.
190 c4ch tot nhdr dé giai quyét van d@é nay l1a lo céc cau chuyén ciia ho va tdp trung vao cong viéc.
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R4 believed that to be leaders, “women have to work twice as hard as men do in
leadership positions "***. From her perspective, women are more dedicated to their work
than men. Women leaders are also tolerant and scrupulous. “Because women are
familiar with family issues, they focus more on detail in their jobs” . But, if this

characteristic is overused, it could be a disadvantage for women in comparison with

1,193

men as they could be seen to “lack vision R4 also worried about the limited

number of women in senior positions in higher education in Vietnam. “It is very

challenging when women want to have a career and family simultaneously ™***.

R4 encouraged women to make good use of their feminine characteristics such
as being convincing, listening, nurturing, and understanding. Additionally “women
should be humble enough to be a good team player. They have to know how to gather

the strength of the whole university staff as well as to build a network of reliable allies

»195

around them”~>. R4 advised women Rectors should honour themselves and pay

attention to their health because she was in exhausted situations, sometimes. “Women

should take care of their health. It will help them to have the physical strength to cope

with the high demanding working environment in a university 196

1197

But R4 thought women should be “brave”™" enough to resign a leadership post

if they could not perform their duties creditably. “People should recognise, support and

91 Phy, ni phdi lam viéc gap déi dan ong trong cac vi tri lanh dao.

192 Boi Vi phu nit da quen véi viée gia dinh nén ho chi tiét hon trong cong viéc.

1% thiéu tam nhin rgng

19486 rat khé khan khi phu nit dong thoi muon c6 su nghiép va gia dinh

195 Phy nir nén khiém ton dii dé tro thanh mér ngueoi dong dgi tot. Ho phai biét 1am thé nao @é tap hop sirc
manh cia toan b nhdn vién nha truong cing nhu dé xay dung mét mang hedi cac dong minh ddng tin
cdy xung quanh ho.

Y8 Phy niz thi nén dé y dén sirc khée. Piéu nay sé gilp ho ¢6 dii sirc manh thé chdt @é 1am viéc trong mgt
moi truong doi hoi cao nhw trong cdac truong dai hoc.

Y7 diing cam
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8.3

promote women by their merit and women themselves have to conscious about their

198
own worth =",

Researcher’s reflection

R4 was a woman of petite stature. She spoke so softly that I, sometimes, during
the interview had to lean closer to her to hear what she was saying, even in a
soundproofed room. She was the gentlest woman in this study from her appearance to
her gestures as she answered my questions. R4 seemed to be more sensitive and closed
when talking about her personal life than other women participants. She was a quiet and
humble woman Rector. While R4 did not deny her personal efforts, she also credited her
success in the Rector position to the people around her from her family members to her
staff. The interview with R4 revealed many interesting perceptions that exhibited her
leadership in this academy. Besides the reality that teaching music is possibly her
chosen life, the fact that R4 was exceptionally approved and supported to stay in her
Rector position until she was fifty seven years old, not only was a confirmation of her
efficient leadership style, but also supported R2 and R3’s opinions that women still
contribute significantly to higher education management even when they are over fifty
years old, the current women’s age of retirement from the senior administrative
positions in Vietnam. | deeply appreciated the time R4 committed to participating in this

study and sharing her own story.

198 Moi ngueoi nén cong nhdn, hé tro va thiic ddy phu nit béi pham chdt xirng ding ciia ho va phu nit ciing
phdi c6 y thic vé gia tri cua riéng minh
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Chapter 9: Becoming and being women Rectors

Each of the cases presented in the previous four chapters allowed the women
Rectors to speak for themselves about their individual careers. The task in this chapter is
to examine and connect these cases to provide a better understanding of the position of
women Rectors in higher education in Vietnam. As was shown in Chapter 3, the
possibility of a woman becoming a university Rector, or attaining a senior position in
Vietnam’s public sector has only been promoted since the changes brought about by the
DOI MOI, implemented in 1986. The analysis of each woman’s story in the previous
four chapters has illustrated how they gained the position; how this process came about
and how each woman developed and took advantage of the opportunities given to them.
Feminist standpoint epistemology has served in generating and understanding the
experiences of four women Rectors in this study. | would, therefore like to propose that
the research questions put forward in Chapter 1 can now be refined to address a point
made by woman respondents in Mai’s (2007) research that in Vietnam, women are not
expected or are not capable of assuming more than second-in-command positions in
organisations. Making clear how women can prove themselves in the leading position
in charge is an important part of this thesis, in that each of the four women in this study,
and three others, have crossed this prejudicial line to take full responsibility as the
leaders of selected public universities in the last fifteen years. The revised questions are
as follows: (i) what has made it possible for selected women to prove that they could
become Rectors and (ii) how did they prove themselves as leaders once they had been
appointed to the position?

From the analysis this far, it can be said that each woman Rector had her own

separate set of practices determined by her individual circumstances but, taken as a
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group they seemed to have similar journeys to the top. It could also be seen that at one

time in their journeys, they had to work along with and adapt to what were male

expectations of them as Rectors, and at other times, they held a particularly female line

and style of leadership. These may well be examples of situations where women have

to work on both sides of the gender line; where men exist in one for most of the time.

These processes of proving their worth in becoming and being women Rectors are the

major themes to be brought together in this chapter. The view to be taken can be seen

in Figure 9-1 shown below.

Figure 9-1: Becoming and being a Woman Rector

Becoming a Woman Rector

Biography, family and

education

Ascension to
leadership

Being a Woman Rector

Leadership
practices

Challenges, solutions
and strategies

Contribution to
improve the status of
women
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As is implied in Figure 9-1, and argued in this chapter, a woman has to prove
herself in two domains: the first as worthy of becoming a Rector in the selection process
and in the second domain she has to display proof of her ability as being a woman to
take command in the university in which she has been appointed.

The first two parts of this chapter are analysed and directed at these domains of
becoming and then being a woman Rector of a university with five identified themes
that were used in the description of each woman’s life in the previous four chapters. As
indicated in Figure 9-1, becoming refers firstly to aspects of each Rector’s biography,
their family and education. This is where | examine themes relating to their family
backgrounds such as: growing up in an intellectual family; their education including
overseas doctorates and being married women. The second theme in the domain of
becoming a Rector pertains to their ascension to the position and highlights influential
factors including career paths within academia; teaching experience; feelings of being
unintentional Rectors; being appointed at the early age; luck; active involvement in
different organisations, supporting individuals and being the first Rector in their
institution. There are three themes in the domain of being a woman Rector. These are
listed on the right hand side of Figure 9-1. Leadership practice refers to management
styles and philosophies that shaped the women as Rectors. This includes the strategies
and solutions used to maintain a balance between family and career and to deal with
social stereotypes often directed at women leading a large public organisation such as a
university. Finally, the overall nature of this study points to the advice as contribution
that these women can pass on to women in the younger generations to improve the
status of women in senior ranks in higher education in Vietnam. These two domains
have also to be understood within the context of Vietnam at the same time as their

becoming and being Rectors has taken place.
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9.1 Becoming a Woman Rector in a public university

9.1.1 Biography, family and education

9.1.1.1 Growing up in an intellectual family

All of the women Rectors shared similar intellectual family backgrounds, where
their parents or grandparents had studied overseas or had been prominent in their
careers. Family background and educational levels attained by parents were evidently
vital influences on these women’s education. In this healthy and educated family, the
Rector’s parents had broken away from the Confucian son-favoured practices heavily
embedded in the Vietnamese society. They supported their children, both boys and
girls, to study and excel in their learning. R2 said, “because I was born in such a family
situation, | was provided with favourable conditions for us 7o go to school ”**°. For these
women Rectors, education was a given, as R1 said, “I knew that we [R4 and her sister]
were going to university”*®. This is the reason why each woman was able to enter
university and then to pursue a doctorate, which was extremely important to advance

their careers.

9.1.1.2 Overseas education

The Rector’s disciplines ranged from Law to Computer Sciences and Music
studies gained from their PhDs with three from the former USSR and one from
Czechoslovakia. While R1 moved directly from her degree into her doctoral program,

the others studied for their terminal degrees after several working years as faculty

199 hi vi duot ¢ sinh ra trong hoan canh gia dinh nhw vy nén cé dwoc tao di diéu kién di hoc
200 76 biét 1a ching tdi sé hoc dai hoc, chi ¢6 1a Iic ndo thoi
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members. Almost all of the women recognised the advantages of being trained abroad.
This experience made them more self-reliant and self-confident when they returned and
worked in Vietnam. R3 said that “women, who are trained overseas like me, seem to
have a broader view, and are more independent and assert themselves more than their
Vietnamese peers”?®. R2 added, “there were many factors that influenced my
leadership but one of the most important was that | was trained overseas, in a more
developed country [than Vietnam], where | could not only develop my academic ability

but also learn how to organise and work methodically”?%.

9.1.1.3 Being a married woman

According to Vietnamese tradition, a woman’s success rests on the
achievements of her husband and her children. To exist happily in Viethamese society,
women often feel obliged to fulfil their societal expectations; to marry and to give birth.
These feminine roles are praised and girls are socialised to establish an ideal model of
womanhood, which guides Vietnamese women’s lives (Hang, 2008). Despite the
increasing number of educated and working women looking towards a legitimate
identity in contemporary Vietnam, women have even since the DOl MOI, till had to
abide by the social demands of having a family and a career at the same time. This
pressure is strengthened by socialist state campaigns such as the “Three responsibilities”
movement for women to study actively, to work creatively, to raise children well and to

build happy families; and to be “good at national tasks and to be good at household

201 Nhiing phu nit dwoc dao tao ¢ nuée ngodi nhw t6i dwong nhw ¢é tam nhin réng hon va déc ldp hon
trong viéc khang dinh ban than minh so véi nhiing phu nir Viét Nam khac cang thoi cia ho.
202 C4 nhiéu yéu té anh huong dén suw lanh dao Ciia cé nhung mét trong nhiing cai quan trong la cé duroc
ddo tao & nudc ngoai, ¢ nuwedc tién tien nén khong nhing cd phat trién diroc khd nang hoc thudt ciia minh
ma con hoc dwot céch té chirc va l1am viée khoa hoc
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tasks”2%

slogan (Schuler, et al., 2006, p. 386), which emphasise the conflicting tasks of
women both in the family and in the social sphere.

All of women participants in this study did not avoid these social expectations.
They were all married pursuing careers while raising their children. They accepted this
fact as natural step in their life course though “an absence of family obligations, or
fewer such obligations, favours women's career” (Eliou, 1988, p. 517). For these women
it seemed that motherhood, household planning and management were probably a good
preparation for higher education management. These tasks also demanded “many of the
same skills: organization, pacing, the balancing of conflicting claims, teaching, guiding,
leading, monitoring, handling, disturbance, imparting information” (Helgesen, 1990, p.
31). In this way R4 thought that “women’s experiences in assuming family duties can

bring advantages such as thoroughness in their leadership "***.

9.1.2 Ascension to the rectorship

9.1.2.1 Career paths within academia

All the future Rectors began their careers as university faculty members,
gradually moving towards the top after experiencing a number of administrative
positions, including, faculty dean or chief of office, deputy rector, before ascending to
the position as a Rector. Each woman was an internal candidate, whose academic
career had been served within that same institution. On entering higher education, each
woman had taken from seventeen to twenty four years to move through the ranks before

rising to their appointment as a Rector. Having a career in the one institution is a reality

298 Gigi viéc nude, dam viéc nha , ‘ ,
204 Kinh nghiém cua phy ni trong gigi quyét cac viéc nha di c6 nhiéu thugn lgi nhue si can than trong
lanh dao
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in Vietnam. The university rector selection system in higher education in Vietnam is
not based on the open advertisements or national competitions that welcome
independent or external candidates, as cited in Chapter 3. It is strongly influenced by
Confucian thinking about respecting seniority, where seniority-based promotional
practices are reflected in most of working environments in Vietnam (Truong Quang &

Vuong, 2002). This is an inevitable fact.

9.1.2.2 Teaching experience

When seniority is the basis for advancement, then lecturers need to prove
themselves as teachers and as faculty members to build a strong foundation for their
work as administrators and eventually as Rectors. R3 acknowledged that she “was
famous for my teaching skills and researching potential, and people recognised me”?%,
R1 was also seen as “the ideal image of a female faculty staff member”*®. R2 thought
that she was noticed by her predecessor because of an “impressive amount of hard work
in the faculty”®®’. R3 confirmed that “having been a faculty member was useful for me
as a Rector as | know how students think, how faculty members work, what they want
and how the faculties are organised”*®. Teaching actually continued to play an
important part in the four women’s career because each retained a presence in the
classroom concurrently with their leadership responsibilities where possible. This was a

common factor in their individual stories as was a desire to return to lecturing once their

terms as Rectors were completed.

9.1.2.3 Unintentional Rectors

2% T6i da néi tiéng Vi ki ndng giang day Va tiém ndng nghién ciru ciia minh nén moi nguoi nhan ra toi.
2% Hinh dnh Iy fieong ciia mgt nak giang vién
207 Khéi heong cong viéc nang dn tirong trong khoa
208 Vige la mét giang vién da hiwu ich cho toi trong vai cia mét Hiéu trweng vi toi biét sinh vién nghi gi,
giang vién lam viéc nhu thé nao, ho muén ci gi va céch té chic cac khoa ra sao
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It may have been through an understanding of seniority, the need to serve faculty
interests or other points not mentioned in their interviews, but none of the women said
they had aimed at the Rector position early in their careers. This included R1, who did
not deny her preparation and ambition to go up, but she also acknowledged that “it also
was accidental. The idea just appeared when | was appointed to be the Division
Chief"?%°. But they all took advantages of opportunities as they were presented. Without
the intention of being a Rector at the beginning of their careers, the women participants
were mostly invited for skills that matched the institutional needs and goals along the
way to the rectorship. They were first approached because of their scholarly work in
their academic department. Then, each time, when a new and higher position was
available, they were pursued and invited again to go higher. R4 explained, “I never
thought I would end my professional career with the Director position. My aim was
music. But I couldn’t refuse the encouragements of people, who were my seniors, who
trusted in me”?'°. As well, R2 was convinced by her predecessor and “with his
explanation and encouragement, | started to think that I could do this job and I moved

forward »21l

9.1.2.4 Luck

This process of not making an intentional play for a higher position binds luck
and opportunities together. For these women, combining strong classroom

accomplishments with hard work in administrative positions created pathways for

209 N§ ciing la tinh co. Y tuong ndy chi xudt hién khi t6i la trweong bé mon
210 C6 chwa bao gio nghi la minh sé két thlc si nghiép cia minh ¢ vi i Gidm déc hoc vién. Muc tiéu
cua cd 1a &m nhac. Nhung c6 khong thé tir choi sy khuyén khich tir nhitng nguwoi dan anh cia minh,
nhitng nguoi da tin tuéng minh.
211 V6i loi gidi thich va khuyén khich cia cha, ¢d bar dau nghi rang cb c6 thé dam dwong diroc cong viéc
nay va co quyér dinh tién vé phia truéc
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success in their professional lives. R1 felt she was lucky because she married early [as
an undergraduate] and gained her PhD while she was young. She said: “my children
were all grown up when | was appointed to be the Deputy Rector and then Rector”?*?,
She had more time to focus on her career development in comparison with her female
colleagues. For R3 a late marriage turned out to her advantage, helping her to
concentrate on completing all her qualifications and to secure administrative positions
without worrying about family responsibilities. She said, “I had more advantages in
comparison with other women. While they had to struggle with obtaining qualifications,
for example a PhD, | married late after achieving all the necessary qualifications for
my career advancement®®, R2 considered she was lucky as her chances for promotion
were unplanned and unexpected. For R4, “it was only that | was lucky to be given
continuing educational opportunities, was bestowed the academic titles earlier, so | was
appointed at a relatively early age”***. Each woman believed they were lucky to live
with their husbands because the men were very supportive of their career pursuits.
However, it is important to note that in comparison with the others, R1, the
youngest woman in this study had a clear vision of her career ambition. In other words,
R1’s advancement to the rectorship was the result of a deliberate plan. She shared, with
others, the same intention to not consider being a Rector when she first entered higher
education but, since being appointed to faculty administrative positions, R1 openly
expressed her aspirations in the interview that she would like to become a more

important person in her university. She was prepared to seize her chances to go up by

212 Khi téi dwoe bo nhiém lam hiéu pho roi hiéu trieong, cac con téi da lén

213 T6i ¢ nhiéu thudn loi hon so véi nhitng nguoi phu ni khac. Trong khi ho phdi vt I6n dé co di cac
tiéu chuyén chuyén mon, vi du nhw bang tién st thi téi cwdi mudn sau khi di dat dwoc nhiing tiéu chudn
can thiét dé duwoc dé bat trong cong viéc ciia minh.

214 Chdng qua ¢d ¢ ddy thugc vao logi may man duoc dao tao lién tuc, dwoc phong hoc ham sém nén khi
bé nhiém ciing vao loai twong doi sém
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working hard and to accumulate the experiences needed for promotion. In fact, her
journey to the top was harder than that of R2, R3 and R4, because she had no support
from her male predecessor, who opposed her. This could imply, perhaps, that for R1, as
a member of the younger generation of women seeking to become Rectors went beyond

fate or luck to pursue their career goals.

9.1.2.5Being appointed at the early age

Higher education staffing profiles in Vietnam by Nghi and Sloper (1995)
showed that Rectors and Deputy Rectors were on average over fifty one years of age;
almost all were men. By 2007, Mai’s study indicated that women aged between forty
and fifty had already reached the highest administrative positions available to most of
the Vietnamese women, that of deputy and faculty deans. In comparison with those
statistics, obviously, all four women in this study advanced in their careers slightly
earlier than most of their Vietnamese peers, both males and females. At the time of their
appointment the women Rectors were aged between forty four to forty eight years, or
forty-six years on average.

Women aged fifty to fifty five are rarely considered for promotion, because fifty
five is the mandatory retirement age for women working in the public sector in
Vietnam. Women over fifty are seldom considered as they would not have the time to
lead their organisations at least for one term [normally of five years] before retiring.
Women therefore have to plan for career advancement five years or even ten years
earlier than men would. Although the women in this study said they had not planned to
be Rectors, critical circumstances in their lives coupled with luck and sound credentials

equipped them for promotion earlier than their peers.
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Age can therefore be seen as central to the ascension of women to the highest
levels in Vietnam. Being the right age with most appropriate credentials outweighs
other factors by far. Nevertheless, this is not meant to dismiss the importance of having
support from others and being active in relevant organisations. These are now discussed

to close this section on the domain of becoming a woman Rector.

9.1.2.6 Support systems

To this point | have illustrated themes with most of them are particular to the
Vietnamese context, but the existence of a strong support system could be typical of
factors assisting women’s careers in colleges and universities in many countries and
contexts.

Only one of the women [R2] created a new career in higher education, while the
other three re-lived a life similar either the father or the mother. It seems that the role of
mothers was important in four women Rectors’ lives. R1 and R4 stated that their
mothers strongly influenced their career choices and development. These two women
saw their mothers, who had university education and independent jobs as their role
models. The others appreciated their mothers as the primary source of support to their
daughters’ development. R2 recognised her mother’s great sacrifice as “my mother was
prepared to be a housewife for the whole of her life to look after her family 213
It is thought that behind a successful man is a selfless woman. The same

thinking seems to apply in reverse in this study. Besides influential parents, who lay the

foundation for their later success, the role of husbhands was critical. These men were not
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typical of the hierarchical, patriarchal norms of marriage in Vietnam. They did not feel
threatened in reversing normative roles that put their wives in the public spotlight and
gave them higher status. This was especially in cases for R2 and R3, whose husbands
were ordinary officials. It was evident that the four women could pursue academic
qualifications and advance their careers while being married, mothering children and
meeting family commitments with the support from husbands. For these men “the
wife’s accomplishments and the resources she brought to the marriage were defined as
collective assets to the family instead of threats in a power struggles” (Cheung &
Halpern, 2010, p. 187).

Besides family members, among others supporting individuals, the roles played
by their male predecessors were very important for R2, R3 and R4. These men
encouraged the women participants to take more responsibilities so that they could
strengthen and phone their skills as Rectors.

Outside of the university, the women were members of boards or officers, paid
consultants or project directors. Participating in the community activities provided the
opportunity to meet powerful people in specialised fields who could benefit their
university faculty and students. R3 said: “the participation in professional organisations
and community involvement brought me chances to meet people, expand my
relationships, and discover opportunities for cooperation and to increase the image of
the university as well as my students and staff in the community**®. Their professional
visibility was thus broadened within and outside their institutions. “I¢ is important to let

people know that you are there”*, R3 added. The importance of these networks was

21 Tham gia vao céc té chizc nghé nghiép va cac hoat dong céng dong dem lai cho t6i co hdi gap gé
nhiéu nguoi, mé réng quan hé, tim kiém cac khd ndng hop tac va nang cao hinh anh cia trwong va cua
can bg cong chirc, cia sinh vién trong toi trong céng dong.
217 Quan trong 1a moi nguoi phdi biét la minh dang o Vi tri do
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clearly evident as R2, R3 and R4 continued their membership in those organisations
while assuming their roles as Rectors and lecturers or even as a music performer in
cases of R4. For R1, even when she ceased teaching, she still worked part time in
discipline-related professional organisations as a legal consultant to regularly update her
knowledge in the area.

Family history, the backing of parents and husbands, long-term educational
investments, community and professional, coupled with the talents they brought to bear
on the job, all worked as a support system. This system, developed over time, helped
these women be who they were today. But, as mentioned earlier, where this support
system may apply to women’s career development across any number of contexts, there
are still differences in the cases of the four women in this study. Where mentors are
important to further the careers women university Presidents’ in the Western contexts
(e.g. T. M. Brown, 2005; Wolverton, et al., 2009), the Confucian and patriarchal system
of seniority in Vietnam makes this difficult for women in Vietnam. None of the Rectors
in this study had official mentors. Each of them was the first women Rector in her
university. As well, those women were considered as the first generation of women
Rectors in Vietnam and there was no female predecessor before them. They were also a
small group in a larger pool of Rectors in over one hundred public universities with
most of their peers were men. Furthermore, a sceptical view is still taken on women in
Southeast Asian countries, who initiate professional contact with male colleagues and
seniors. This is one of the local barriers women academics face in their career
development (Luke, 2001). As similar situation is present in Vietnam (see Mai, 2007),
to establish long-term, professionally centred relationships with male predecessors and
senior colleagues for four women participants in this study was problematic, if not

difficult. Thus, besides family members, the women participants were surrounded by
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supporting individuals of [male] predecessors, [female] university lecturers, supervisors,
and senior colleagues but none of these people was referred to as a mentor, a common
concept that is widely used in Western literature when talking about this issue.
According to Ncube and Washburn (2006), mentoring is “a more experienced person
(mentor), who provides guidance, support, knowledge and opportunities to a less
experienced individual or protégé” (p. 78). In cases of R2, R3 and R4, they were all
assigned more important responsibilities to strengthen and perfect their leadership skill
by their male predecessors. Therefore, these women participants’ description of their
relationships with male predecessors has some resonance with Ncube and Washburn’s
(2006) definition of mentoring.

This description of support systems being completed, I now turn to the second

domain, that of being a Rector after one’s appointment.

Being a Woman Rector in a public university

Leadership practices

Along with characteristics individualised by their own circumstances such as
confidence [R1], high community spirit [R2], passion to the job [R3], being humble
[R4], responsibility and determination were regarded by women participants as the most
distinct characteristics women should possess as leaders. Each woman saw herself as
collaborative and participative. The essence of their leadership style appeared to be
inspiring, cooperating with and empowering their staff. Their stories gave insights into
their leadership capabilities which included: planning and organising, problem solving,
clarifying roles and objectives, informing, monitoring, inspiring, consulting, delegating,
supporting, team building, and networking. R4 said she “like to listen to different ideas
including mine to find the most workable decisions and solutions for the context of our
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academy**®. The other women also valued having people around them and to listen to
diverse opinions as part of the decision making process.

Their leadership styles combined traditional male traits such as being decisive
with traditional female traits such as being collaborative and nurturing. For R3 “the
effective woman Rector is a person, who understands and combines both male and
female traits in her leadership position...The image of university Rectors in Vietnam is
still based on male standards. /¢’s a trap when a woman Rector tries to model strictly
male traits in her position but when using them flexibly in different situations is more
effective®*®. They respected their staff, invited them in the decision making process but
did not hesitate to make the final decision in a directive way; even when were not
satisfied. As R4 said “I appreciated my staff’s ideas but | was the person who finally
made the decision after considering all positive thoughts. Sometimes, | had to convince
them to follow my decisions but it did not mean a compromise. They had to understand
me, my leadership role and my style 220

Their leadership practices supported the idea that women, who know how to
balance both female and male traits, are often better adjusted and more confident leaders
(Korabik, 1990). Successful leaders are able to match their style with the changing

needs of the institution. Some situations call for consensus building and others require

decisive, authoritative action. “Being flexible, approachable and looking for common

218 thich nghe nhing y fwéng khdc nhau bao gom cd y fweong cua ¢d dua ra nhiing quyét dinh va
nhaiing gidgi phap kha thi nhdt doi véi béi canh cua hoc vién cia ching toi.
#% higu truong nix hiéu qud la nhitng nguoi  hiéu va két hop ca tinh cach cuanam va nit ¢ vj tri lanh
dao cua minh Hinh dnh cua hiéu truong truong dai hoc ¢ Viét Nam van dya trén cac tiéu chudn cia nam
gidi. N6 1a mét cai bay khi mét niz hiéu truong cé gang &p dung mét cach trigr dé cac dac diém nam
tinh ¢ v; tri ciia minh nhung sir dung ching linh hogt trong cac tinh huang khac nhau sé 1a hiéu qua nhdt.
220 Co ddanh gid cao nhitng y twéng cia can bg cia minh, nhimg c6 1a nguoi cudi cing ra quyét dinh sau
khi da xem xét tat ca cacy kién tich cuc. C6 luc ¢ phai thuyét phuc ho 1am theo ¥ kién cia cé nhung
khong phdi nhu ld mét sy nhuong bé. Ho can phdi hiéu c¢é, vai tro lanh dao va phong cach lanh dgo cua
co.
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9.2.2

ground is just as important as being a visible presence on campus” (Turner, 2007, p.
18).

To this point it also can be argued that the women Rectors did not transform
themselves completely into an image of what a feminine university Rector might look
like. In reality, there were few, if any images or guides available outside of those of
male predecessors in leadership positions historically designed by and for males. In this
situation, a standpoint was taken, of being a Rector who met previous expectations and

incorporating a female dimension to their operating style.

Challenges, solutions and strategies

As stated above, working women in Vietnam face double social expectations to,
for example, “work creatively, to raise children well and build happy families”; and to
be “good at national tasks and good at household tasks”. But with regard to family and
career balance, the women Rectors | interviewed seemed, in general, not to be as
worried or as entangled in this issue as were other Vietnamese women, such as those in
Mai’s (2007) research. These women’s work as leaders appeared not to suffer from the
added responsibility of married life and child care or being wives and mothers.
Although all the women agreed their role as Rectors affected family life but they had
husbands who respected their wives’ aspirations as equal partners. In patriarchal
Vietnam, they managed to meet the family responsibilities socially expected of them at
an accepted level.

Socially, they did face sociocultural situations commonly encountered by career
women in the Vietnamese context as described in Mai’s (2007) research. In the early
stages of taking up the position, each of the women spoke of colleagues and other

university staff placing them under suspicion as can be expected when leadership can
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mean making tough decisions, especially when others watch to see how a woman will
handle the pressures of the top job. As such, each woman faced the incongruity between
their role as leaders and the social expectations on them as women. Some staff and
colleagues saw them as exhibiting male traits, of being “foo ambitious”*** [R1],
“aggressive”*® and “forceful”*® [R2 and R3]. Like other Vietnamese women
counterparts and women in academia in some Asian countries, R1 and R4 were the
centre of the negative rumours about their family with some being sceptical about the
basis of their relationships with male colleagues.

For R2, one challenge had to do with the inertia of some senior staff in her
university, who maintained a civil service attitude inherited from the centralised and
subsidised economy before DOI MOI. Where they were once considered as intellectuals
with more privileges than other university employees, they were now nostalgic, not
wanting to give up their prior form of advanced status. That R2 found it difficult to
reengage them probably had little to do with her being a woman. According to the
collectivist Vietnamese culture, people expect “in groups” to look after their members;
to protect them and provide them with security in return for their loyalty (Quang &
Vuong, 2002). Moreover, the Confucian value highly respects seniority, which comes
into play in the form of seniority-based compensation in the workplace (Thang &
Quang, 2005). Because of such reasons, Vietnamese people generally appreciate the
importance of avoiding losing face with others and of harmonious fitting in as much as
possible. In this case, Vietnamese people will do anything to prevent loss of face, even

if it means avoiding confrontation or telling others what they want to hear rather than

22! qua ham hé
222 ¥ong x40
22 manh mé
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dealing with immediate issues. R2 confessed that she could not do as much as she
would have liked to better adjust this cultural thinking and harness it to her goals for her
university. This problem affected R2’s effectiveness in being a Rector.

While Mai (2007) indicates that women’s personal insecurities could prevent
Vietnamese women from participating in the university management, the Rectors in this
study were confident with a strong sense of who they were as women. The difference
between these women Rectors, and others cases reported by Mai, might be that they did
not dwell on the negative side of a problem, because they saw much of what they had to
deal with as generated from within the organisation itself; not from within them. In
general, positive self-perceptions, gained from breaking through the constraints career
on advancement for Vietnamese women, made it possible for them to rise above
rumours to work hard to move their universities forward — and to do this as women
treading this path for the first time.

On the basis of the analysis in this and the previous sections, and in the cases of
each of these four Rectors, it can be argued that these women were capable of assuming
more than the second-in-command positions expected of women in Vietnamese
organisations. In the domains of becoming and being a woman Rector, each has proven
themselves as a leader, in the sense of being the first one to take command and in their
roles as a Rector of public universities. Their perspectives on their role and their advice
now become their contribution to improve the status next generations of women seeking

positions at the top of organisations, which is discussed follows.

Contribution to improve the status of women
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Being Rectors had the advantage of making it easier to approach staff and

25224 15225,

students. As leaders, women are “open and “collaborative >, they are “interested

25226

in the common benefits than their own power and often “think of themselves

15228 ,,229. In

last"**'. They are “less ego driven and are “good negotiators and diplomatic
the context of Vietnam, as in other developing countries in the economic transition,
corruption is rampant in the public sector (Segon & Booth, 2010), R3 stressed that
women leaders are less corruptible “because they are more serious than men”**. The
Rectors saw the obstacles facing Vietnamese women in higher education as still those of
work-life conflict, lack of women-to-women support and working harder than men to be
recognised

Their advice for other women ranged from the broader systematic issues such as
the “unfair*" age retirement for women working in the public sector in Vietnam and
the persistence of Confucian thoughts on gender relations. Other advice was to do with
pragmatic detail, about some women creating their own problems by being too
meticulous leading them to have less vision than men in leadership. Gaining doctorates
to gain the respect and trust of university staff and colleagues was crucial. While they
should also be self-confident, decisive, persistent, responsible and hard working as men,
women leaders should keep in mind their feminine traits of good negotiation and

communication skills and the abilities of listening, nurturing, being convincing and

gathering people to them. Based on individual experiences, R2 advised women aspiring

224 Coi mo
225 Céng tac
225 Quan tam dén loi ich chung hon la quyén lyc cia ban than
227 Thuwong nght dén minh sau cling
2% [t thé hi¢n cai t0i
229 | & nhitng nha ngoai giao va thuong thuyét tét
20 vi ho nghiém chinh hon dan éng
231 khong cong bang
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leaders to learn how to “work methodically and learn to inspire high community

99232 99233

spirit”=*°, R1 suggested that “women should prepare for and seize the opportunities™,

R3 recommended “to keep the passion on the chosen job?** and R4’s opinion was

“women should not abuse their health”?®

to cope with demanding working environment
in the university.

Despite the accidental nature of their journeys to the rectorship, the four women
had shaped and integrated their private lives and professional careers to become the first
women Rectors in public sector of higher education in Vietnam; to that point, a male
dominated field. They were torchbearers exploring a field that was inhospitable to

women and to some extent, opening up the ranks for other women to play key

leadership roles.

9.3  Women Rectors: coexisting with the Vietnamese history and context

Looking across the cases, | have been able to show commonalities in the four
women’s journeys to the top to demonstrate that, woven together, their individual
experiences produce a mosaic of what is involved in becoming and being women
Rectors of selected public universities in Vietnam. Some aspects of their experience
were supported by the literature but others that were not and could be said to have been
generated from within the distinctiveness of the context of Vietnam. Literature and
research on successful women leaders and their experiences, for example, are not only
inadequate (Madsen, 2007) but also inclined to focus on the characteristics of women

leaders after they have arrived, rather than on the foundation and background from

232 Lam viéc mgt cach khoa hoc va ting cwong tinh céng dong cao
233 phy na¢ phdi chudn b va ndm ldy co héi
234 Giir lgi niém dam mé cho cong viée da chon
2% Phy nir khong nén lam dung sic khoe
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which, those women originated. Barry (2009) argues that it is imperative that as many
factors as possible should be drawn together to understand career advancement. These
include historical factors, issues of social class, personal background, current context,
sociocultural conditions, educational attainment, professional development, and career
paths must be studied together. Such has been the case in the stories of the women
Rectors in Chapters 5 to 8 and in the analysis provided in this chapter. The similarities
in the four women Rectors’ career paths, are due, in part, to the uniqueness of the social,
historical, cultural, political and economic conditions of Vietnam, where they were
born, grew up, attended schools and universities, married and entered and developed
careers in higher education. Their position and standpoints should be seen as one of
coexistence with a place and time, where breaking with tradition in some way became a
possibility for some women. The standpoints of these women are not those of women in
Western contexts who openly challenge men for the right to hold positions of power.
Instead, the Vietnamese strategy is to continue to live as women within a domain
historically designed for men. Further research could show this latter situation of
coexistence to be analogous with women’s “double consciousness”, or “dual vision”, as
reported by Brooks (2007) and others within feminist standpoint epistemology.

Being from elite intellectual families, these women were given a very good
education by supported and educated parents; or they were the products of an
environment where not succeeding in education was not an option. As well, all the
women were raised in the North of Vietnam during the Vietnam War and benefited
from the policy of sending academic students abroad, which resulted from two
education reforms in this region in the 1950s and 1960s. As observed by the German
sociologist Max Weber, the healthier the economic situation, the higher the status and

the greater one’s power, the better one’s life chances will be. Something similar could
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be said about the times in which these women were situated and the opportunities given
to them within the social context of their class of origin. Astin and Leland (2001) state
that “our women leaders are the progeny of their historical and social periods” (p. 40).

Adding to those circumstances, the DOl MOI policy provided a window of
opportunity for women to take advantage of from the time of its implementation in
1986. This economic renovation led, to a certain extent, to the strengthening of the
social awareness on the role of women. Although this policy brought both favourable
and negative effects for Vietnamese women, in general, to those women participants,
this was a good chance for them to show their abilities. Already possessing overseas
degrees and doctorates, these women were more self-reliant and self-confident than
their Vietnamese female peers and they stood out. In addition, with the support from
husbands, who did not validate the patriarchal Confucian thinking valuing men before
women, their chances of entering a male domain were higher than in previous times.

It seems reasonable to conclude that these historical, social political, economic
movements in Vietnam formed a special context. It probably helped them to develop
identities as women with a role to play in Vietnamese society with a sense of purpose
and ease as they moved up in their careers in higher education. It means who these
women were today is in part due to the environments and opportunities that they
experienced over the course of their lives. These points are continued into the next and

final chapter.
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Chapter 10: Conclusions and implications

This study is the culmination of a combined coursework and thesis doctorate
designed for professionals in education, like me, who have entered Education
Doctorates to develop and further their understanding of their own practice. | believe
this has been the case for | now possess a clearer understanding of the situation of
women in higher education, who like me, are seeking to build on their careers through
further study and then to contribute in their areas of expertise. In all, the greatest lesson
has been, not only in appreciating ways women Rectors have made paths into senior
positions, but in reflecting on how this case of leadership fits within the history and the
contemporary situation within my own country of Vietnam. Like some international
students who come to a Western university in the hope of learning their theories and
then applying them to their own countries, | have found that application is not the first
step in this process. First there is the task of re-understanding the contexts and history
of one’s own country, seeing the standpoints possible within that situation and then
slowly contemplating where a foreign theory might not or might find its own place of
application. This is the logic of what is said and argued in this final chapter.

Considering the experiences of women Rectors presented in the previous
chapters, this research has, | believe, been meaningful in that it has proved to have been
a work of substance in investigating a critical issue. This, through an original
examination of the journeys of women Rector participants in their own voices, an area
long neglected in higher education discourse in Vietnam, was brought into focus and
given some theoretical substance.

The purpose of this final chapter is to synthesise those experiences and to

propose the contribution this study has made to knowledge of senior women leaders in
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higher education in general and Vietnam in particular. The chapter begins with a brief
overview of the study. This is followed by three sections, the first of which is a
discussion of the implications for understanding the precarious situation for women
seeking career mobility in Vietnam. The discussion concerns lessons to be gained from
the experiences of the first generation of Rectors and raises questions of who and how
many are to follow in the path of the first generation. The second section focuses on the
women Rectors’ use of non-traditional leadership styles to involve others and secure
leadership positions and the section also provides a sketch of the characteristics of
woman Rectors in Vietnam. The theoretical implication are discussed in section three
which emphasises the value of feminist standpoint epistemology for building
knowledge and empowerment through women’s lived experiences. A brief epilogue

following this chapter is where | outline of my standpoint and thoughts on the study.

10.1 Overview of the study

A review of literature supporting this study was presented in Chapter 2 and
Chapter 3. It was revealed that, although most women today enjoy more personal,
political and economic power than before and more women are moving into the
leadership roles, taken as a group, women in higher education worldwide still face
challenges of career advancement by comparison with men. Universities are still
considered as patriarchal institutions where women are structurally subordinate to men,
especially in the senior ranks. Yet, within these circumstances, a humber of women
across countries have advanced in higher education institutions, as a university Rector,
President or Vice-Chancellor. But little has been documented to describe the
experiences and the situations of these women in non-Western contexts (Unterhalter,

Gold, & Morley, 2003). Vietnamese women remain absent from this limited literature;
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their journeys are yet to be included in this global trend. While female students in
Vietnam now make up more than half of college and university enrolments in recent
years (Nghia, 2009), only three women now occupy the position of Rector; and
historically only seven women have done so in public universities. This study therefore
makes a contribution in that, it fills in parts of an unexplored space by situating the
standpoints of over half of all Rectors within the context of Vietnamese society. This is
seen in the following overview of the study.

This study was designed to answer the core question of what understanding can
be gained from the lived-experiences of a few successful women Rectors at selected
public universities in their journeys to the top. As such, this study has followed a
twofold purpose. The first was to explore the experiences of senior women leaders in
Vietnamese higher education and to inspire the next wave of potential women leaders,
who may be guided by them as role models, who were the first to walk these leadership
paths before them. The second purpose was to make the practices of Viethamese women
leaders visible within the wider academic discourse. This aim was made possible
through the use of feminist standpoint epistemology, which recognises the knowledge
generated from the situated experiences of marginalised people, here, of women in
relations of power that are male dominated. Given that only a small number of women
have reached these positions in Vietnam, it can be said that the accumulated and present
knowledge about becoming a Rector and ways to show one’s worth in the position has
been and it is still a male domain. Locating and describing how Vietnamese women
become and work as Rectors is an important contribution now that these positions are,
as the contemporary literature suggests, now available to women. On this premise, my
study had to be situated directly in the lives and experiences the women if a theoretical

advance was to be made. My intention was thus to work from the neglected voices of a
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minority group of women Rectors to create a possibility for an initial understanding of
some of the unique aspects pertaining to the lives of women in higher education in
Vietnam.

The research question was investigated using a qualitative multi-case study
approach. In-depth interviews were the main method for collecting women’s stories,
which was to present their career developments within the context of Vietnam and
broader discussions about women and leadership in higher education. My research has
evoked these women’s thoughts, feelings about how they advanced in their careers
which would, otherwise, have remained unaddressed and unexamined. Research of this
type therefore adds to the limited literature on this topic and it can provide a source to
inspire and encouragement for other Vietnamese women working in the same field
wanting to advance in their careers in similar ways. This type of research on women
Rectors can also inform policy on women’s’ role in leadership in higher education and
be seen as an example of advocacy for advancing such policies in Vietnam.

The results of this study show that in their journeys to the rectorship in selected
public universities in Vietnam, four women participants have exhibited a number of
characteristics with some of those are not new and can be found in what is described in
the literature on women leaders in higher education in other contexts while others
pertain typically to the Vietnamese women in the context of Vietnam. It is because
“women are eminently capable researchers and scholars, intellectuals, administrators,
managers and leaders. But they are also the social and emotional glue of any society”
(Luke, 2001, p. 240). Luke (2001, 2002) implies that career development of women in
academia, with the western emphasis on individualism and goal-direction and self-
promotion do not necessarily apply in the understanding of this issue in Asian contexts.

This argument is supported by the results of this study.
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In comparison with women leaders in higher education in other settings, to
advance in their careers, by one way or another, Vietnamese women in this field have to
represent, enact, translate and negotiate with the local challenges created by the
Vietnamese context. Officially, Viethamese women have only gained their fully legal
status for more than a haft century since 1945, when the DRV was established. They
also have experienced more political upheavals (contant wars) in recent history than
women in other countries. Furthermore, with the strong influence of collectivism and
patriarchal Confucianism, women in Vietnam share one another a value to devote
themselves to family household, to secure family happiness and harmony as a strong
foundation for their professional careers. Therefore, practically, it may make take a
longer time and more deliberate actions and efforts for Vietnamese women to recover
their sense of self-worth.

To be accepted as successful women leaders, besides their own efforts, four
women Rectors participating in this study had, from the early age, to have the support of
their parents, who challenged the patriarchal favouritism towards sons in Vietnam, who
had to take due care of their daughters’ education, which was the essential foundation
for the girls’ later career successes. Since Vietnamese women are still the objects of a
patriarchal Confucian mentality, they had to balance the tension at home in order to be
ideal wives and mothers, to balance the pressure in the workplace and to perform as
capably as men counterparts in order to maintain as authentic leaders and to balance the
demand of maintaining a proper equilibrium between their private and the public lives.
To find solutions, they needed the protective umbrella of husbands, who refused their
customary privileged positions in the patriarchy to support their wives’ career successes

in the absence of little social tolerance to women to help them attain a high career status

192



usually reserved for men. They also need the support of male predecessors, who were
not afraid of emerging women leaders.

In their career advancement, these four women also had to grapple with the
peculiarities generated from strict social values around femininity and collegial, work
relations between men and women. With all Rectors being male prior to the DOl MOI
(before 1986), these women had little in the way of mentoring when they became the
first in a position dominated by men in the history of their universities. As well, in their
personal development and professional advancement they had to inevitably internalise
features inherent in the context of Vietnam in their time. These included: the constant
wars, the effects of DOl MOI policy, the power of Confucian thoughts of respecting
seniority over career promotions, the controversial retirement age policy, which forces
women working in the state sector as in public universities have to retire five years
earlier than men and the uniqueness of the highly-centralised higher education
governance where Rectors are appointed unofficially in university rector selection
processes in Vietnam.

In general, these four Vietnamese women Rectors’ tangible experiences have
helped to inform a new aspect of the understanding of women’s standpoints on higher
education within Vietnam. Therefore, the contributions of this research are that, within
its scope, it (i) has made the experiences of senior women leaders in higher education in
Vietnam visible by presenting a general picture of the first generation of women Rectors
at selected public universities in Vietnam based on what was gained directly from them;
(ii) locates the experiences of women participants within the uniqueness of Vietnam to
understand how their journeys to the top occurred in the social, political, economic and
cultural structures in the context of Vietnam; and (iii) provides a new and perhaps a

truthful understanding of the situation of senior women leaders in higher education in
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Vietnam from the very own perspectives of a group of Vietnamese women university
Rectors, who have experienced this phenomenon. In the next section, this contribution
is informed by the discussion of implications both in practice and in theory it brings

through an exploration of women participants’ experiences.

10.2 Implications for practice: the progression of women into senior

positions in higher education in Vietnam

Only a small number of Vietnamese women have risen to senior leadership
positions in higher education and successfully fulfilled their roles as Rectors in public
universities. Their elevation has been achieved in a social and cultural reality, where the
traditional images of women are merely as housewives in patriarchal society and where,
women are, at best, seen as second-in-command employees in the Vietnamese
workforce (Mai, 2007). The question, pregnant in this thesis, is whether or not this
situation will be gradually displaced by more competent co-breadwinners and women
principal leaders. The examples presented of successful women stand against a narrower
perception where male dominance of leadership in higher education will widen, even in
the event of a gradual inclusion of some women leaders. Several important implications
for practice arise from the results of this study. Questions still remain in the balance,
namely: What can be learnt from this first generation of women Rectors? Can their
successes be replicated and if so who will follow their footsteps and how will they
secure and continue to hold leadership positions in the context of existing male

dominant higher education in Vietnam?

10.2.1 The first generation

Because the women participants in this study are considered the first generation

of women Rectors at selected public universities, their journeys to the rectorship have
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made a critical contribution to higher education in Vietnam. In the manner that the
“(firsts pave the way for others to follow” (Turner, 2007, p. 32), these women are
pioneers, who have explored new challenges and created new opportunities to inspire
others to follow them. As modelled throughout their stories, the women participants, in
their positions as Rectors can perhaps extend a helping hand to other women who
follow behind them. This study presents a channel for aspiring Vietnamese women
leaders working in higher education to examine their lives from standpoints of women
Rectors at selected public university through a recorded source of their practical
experiences. It also provides a chance for them to understand, in part, the personal and
professional qualifications required to hold top positions in this area. Conflict between
family and career, gender stereotypes at the workplace, unconstructive influences of
distinctive socio-political and cultural factors of the Vietnamese context are presented in
all occupations in Vietnam. But the researched women Rectors also indicated that they
had effectively managed all responsibilities and believed the Rector position is worth
the demands and commitments. As well, the women’s experiences pointed to the
shortcomings they could not surmount during their terms as Rectors. An understanding
of these obligations and perceived weaknesses may act as a guide for future women
leaders in higher education in Vietnam.

Through data collection and analysis, it is obvious that those women participants
have been, aside from their own efforts, the Rectors today, due to the support of other
individuals and to a certain extent, due to chance and luck. Their successes also
depended on historical and social contexts of their upbringing and development.
Developing same characteristics that these women possessed is perhaps not easy or not
appropriate for others because of differences in age, marital status, education

background, working experience, individual career motivation and in historical and
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social circumstances, under which, women enter higher education given the fact that
Vietnamese society is not static but ever-changing.

In practice, recently, in October 2010, the first public Academy of higher
education in Vietnam [equivalent to public four year degree universities] has advertised
two vacancies for the Vice director title (Dlng, 2010). This public announcement is
perhaps a turning-point in senior rank recruitment policy in public higher education
institutions as it invites applications from candidates from both inside and outside of the
institution. This opportunity makes for higher competition and for more democratic and
transparent procedures. In this same advertisement, however, the age of women is still

clearly demarked as five years earlier than men®®*

. While this age policy, as well as
other “bamboo” ceiling effects, continue to make women less desirable candidates for
career promotion and cannot be corrected overnight, for younger generation of
Vietnamese women leaders in higher education, their own efforts are more important
than remaining in serendipity and collective support as it was the case of R1, R2, R3
and R4 in this study. Nevertheless, the experiences of the four women rector
participants illustrated that it is imperative for women to remain confident, to take
advantage of the opportunities presented to them, to keep an innate feminine dignity,
and to maintain a strong sense of themselves and of their intellectual abilities so as to

stay on course. This is the basic information about the first women Rectors and it

continues to be developed by the following generations; but how?

10.2.2 How many and who will follow?

236 Yeu c4u cia trrong 1a ¢ng vién nir khdng qua 40 tusi va zng vién nam khong qua 50 tusi, trueong hop
dac biét ciing khong dioc qué 45 (nir) va 55 tusi (nam)

Required age for candidates is no more than 40 years old for females and 50 years old for males, in
special cases, it is not exceeded 45 for females and 55 for males (Diing, 2010).
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There were only three women holding the office of Rector at public universities
in the academic year 2008-2009 in Vietnam®*’. Making a trend from this may be too
simplistic but, obviously, there has not been a systematic preparation for the new
generation of women who were prepared and equipped needed the characteristics to
assume the top leadership position in Vietnam’s public universities. It was clear from
the experiences of the four women Rectors in this study that they were not given formal
courses on leadership skills before and during their terms as Rectors, which is a fact for
both women and men college and university leaders in Vietnam (Nghi & Sloper, 1995).
It can be argued that without leadership training in general, “a major source of potential
future leaders would be lost” (Ebbers, Gallisath, Rockel & Coyan, 2000 p. 376 cited in
Madsen 2008). To create a “critical mass” of educated women to take leadership
positions (Kolodny, 2000), more leadership training opportunities should be made
available. This brings the notion of leadership style and how it is gained and formed
through and by women in senior level positions as manifested in the case of four women

Rectors in this study.

10.2.3 Women’s combining of traditional and non-traditional styles to lead and
involve others

In Mai’s (2007) study of university management positions in Vietnam, the
participants suggested women were seen to be only capable of holding second-in-
command positions and then only at the faculty level. However, four women Rectors in
this study proved to be the competent leading person in their universities normally for

more than one term with the exception of R4, who had more than eleven years in her

237 Source from the college and university telephone directories MOET
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office. The experiences of four women indicate that they developed styles for leading
and managing staff which helped them to secure and maintain their positions.

Although the elite intellectual family status of the women participants offered
those advantages over the other similarly situated working women, and even over
women in their universities, the women Rectors in this study still have to deal with the
constraints of patriarchal and hierarchical institutions of higher education in Vietnam.
Weber (2001) states that within these constraints, “people resist subordination and in
their resistance can develop positive skills, talents and abilities. These skills will fortify
them to survive and to challenge more effectively the very system designed to limit their
opportunities” (p. 23). Something similar can be said about these four women Rectors.

Research on management style and organisational effectiveness in Vietnam
conducted by Quang and Vuong (2002) indicates that there is also no single
management style that applied to lead in Vietnamese organisations but in the state
sector, most leaders and managers tend to adopt a paternalistic approach in their
management. They closely supervise subordinates to ensure that the work is done well
but provide limited authority and less delegation to their subordinates in deciding their
course of actions. They also rarely consulted staff for their opinions before making
decision. This fact would seem to match with the styles of males and might also be
applied to public universities in Vietnam, where almost rectors are men. The leadership
style described by the women participants in this study challenge those traditional styles
by exercising a more democratic or collaborative style combined with command and
control to obtain the final results.

The women participants were the first generation of women Rectors at selected
public universities in Vietnam. Whether they wanted to or not, they had to accept an

existing culture of male leadership, which had existed long before their arrival. To be
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successful, they implicitly understood the need to assimilate themselves within this male
culture but as women, especially in the context of Vietnam, where patriarchal culture
emphasises the traditional women’s role of motherhood, nurturing and care giving, they
were socially expected to represent attributes contributing to their gender. Falling into
the double bind situation, there few alternatives available other than to mediate this
paradox by creating a leadership style for themselves combining the characteristics of
both the male expectations built into the position and their ways of acting as successful
female academics and administrators prior to their appointments. Thus, the women
Rectors became bicultural or bilingual leaders who knew how to play the rules of the
male culture while still holding on to feminine ways of operating. These cross-gender
styles, of merging the historical male expectations of leaders with a feminine reasoning
and building common understanding was an effective way to make their way forward in
their positions.

We can now turn to the issue of what is needed to be successful for future
women leaders. In part, skills employed depends, as Madden (2005) asserts, on the fact
that “leadership is contextual”. Accepting this point, it would be a mistake to generalise
the leadership skills as perceived by the women Rectors in this study to other potential
women aspirants. The basics of leadership style mentioned above may thus need to be
reconsidered in the circumstances of the ongoing social awareness of women’s roles and
their consciousness of themselves in the contexts of higher education governance in
Vietnam in the coming years.

After describing the influential factors to explain how they had affected women
university Presidents’ lives, Madsen (2008) suggests that “[i]t is important to keep in
mind that these findings are somewhat generational...This appears to be common for

many women leaders of this and previous generations. Of course, young women today
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can also attain leadership positions, but some may need to overcome family issues or
lack of support that may not always have been present with women leaders in past
generations. Some may have to master those leadership competencies, which were
previously gained through enriching family environments, in different ways” (p. 16).
But in the situation of being the first women Rectors in Vietnam, the four women in this
study exerted a great influence on the how others can now view future developments to
the position. Most significantly, it is perhaps as role models that they may influence the
following generations of women seeking to themselves to become Rectors. The
advancement of implications have been discussed here relies, to a great deal, on a
consideration of the characteristics of the women Rectors outlined in this study. To this
end, a sketch of the women Rectors participated in this study can be described in what

follows.

10.2.4 The woman Rector

She is a Vietnamese woman, who is most likely born and raised in Vietnam in a
middle or upper class and intellectual two-parent family. She is probably is the first or
middle girl but not the only child in her family. She is currently somewhere between her
middle forties and late fifties and lives happily with her husband. She is likely to have
one or two children but no more. She is expected to spend her general education in
Vietnam and then to complete her university and an overseas doctorate. The woman
Rector most likely starts her career in higher education in a public university in Vietnam
in a position of a teaching faculty staff and is likely to have worked solely for this
university until she retires. The influential and supporting individuals around her tend to
be her parents, her husband, family members, male predecessors, female university

lectures and supervisors and colleagues. Although not likely to plan her career to the
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10.3

rector position but she follows a career path within academia to the rectorship and
assumes several administrative positions prior her rector appointment. She is expected
to be appointed as the university rector as an internal candidate at the age of around
forty six, the age that seems earlier than most of her peers. Luck is potentially involved
in her career advancement. As a woman Rector, she may have experienced gender
stereotyping and some challenges in the workplace or cultural and social expectations in
femininity in the patriarchal Vietnamese society but certainly, none of these tends to
dwell on her as her solution strategy is rising above them. She also tends to receive a
great deal of support and help from her husband to balance her family and her career.
As a university leader, it seems that she does not adhere to any single leadership styles.
She possibly practices an inclusive leadership style of collaboration, participation,
information sharing and team building to lead her university. She definitely has skills to
delegate task but may be ready to assert a certain level of authoritativeness to achieve
the best final results. She is surely studying and actively involving herself in
professional, social and women’s organisations to strengthen her leadership and
professional skills. Finally, she definitely has worked hard in her position and has a
feeling of career satisfaction.

This discussion of the situations, experiences and characteristics of women
Rectors can now be directed broader theoretical considerations of the implications of

further understanding of the standpoints of women in higher education.

Implication for theory: reflecting on feminist standpoint epistemology

At some point, a thesis or a research paper, latches on to a discipline and then
becomes part of an existing theoretical or conceptual framework (Smith, 2004). In the

case of this study, approaches within feminism and concepts of leadership could have
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been drawn on for direction, either together or on their own. As Vietnam currently has
few women leaders in high-level positions, 1 might, for example, have linked my
research to that on the assessment standards entrenched in the literature in other
contexts to evaluate women college and university Presidents. | might also have taken a
number of Vietnamese cultural assumptions into the interpretation of these four
women’s practices in order to understand the experiences of women university rector
participants in this study, since | was born, raised and grew up in the Vietnamese
culture. To this end, feminist standpoint epistemology has, in this study, given an
exploratory and concrete example from which a theory might be advanced as it has been
based on the special cases of Vietnam and the careers of women Rectors whose
journeys have been described herein.

Feminist positions on the status of women, both within and outside academia
have, for example, been the basis for serious debates and arguments about women’s
mobility into high level positions, and from these various theories have evolved.
Feminist standpoint epistemology offers a reasonable stance, from which the
experiences of women, the Rectors in this study, can provide new knowledge about
women in leadership positions. Smith (2004) argues that “[t]he only way of knowing a
socially constructed world is knowing it from within” (p. 28). It is more likely for the
four women Rectors in this study to “have critical insights into the conditions of their
own oppression than it is for those who live outside these structures” (Narayan, 2004, p.
220).

The subjects of this study were women, who were rare in senior ranks in higher
education in Vietnam, where women have continued to be neglected in the power
relations in this field. In this study, the lives of women Rectors were presented in a true

as possible way to the lives they lived and how they perceived themselves. The
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understanding gained from the experiences of women participants in their journeys has
helped provide the standpoints of women from within a space formerly open only to
men. Their experiences cannot be those of Viethamese male Rectors, and they probably
also differ from those of other Vietnamese women working in other levels in higher
education in Vietnam. The conditions they faced are not versions of the same
experience. These women’s standpoints would have been less candid and more or less
distorted if they were read directly and too easily into other parts of higher education or
into models available in feminist and leadership theories from the West. I am convinced
that an understanding of what it means to reach the top position in a university in
Vietnam has to begin and advance from the standpoints described. But this is not to say
that theoretical bridges can be made. The four women participants’ stories have built
some part of a foundation for new knowledge about how career advancement in higher
education was shaped by the uniqueness of the Vietnamese context. In doing this, | feel
that to some extent “been instrumental in excavating the local” and given a voice to the
experiences of a silent group Luke (2001) (p. 72).

I have tried to show that the women rector participants have developed and
maintained a standpoint of their own as they sought to be accepted as authentic leaders
and became recognised as Rectors in their own right. Their emergence to some degree
corrects misconceptions of Vietnamese women as symbols of low confidence, low
aspiration and ambition, mothers and nurtures, dependent and avoiders of career
success. To this end they continue to use their experiences as that of successful women
Rectors to promote younger women striving for decision making positions in higher
education in particular and in the society in general.

Personally, feminist standpoint epistemology was applied to understand

women’s careers and to provide a separate view on what it meant to be a women leader
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from the points of view of four Vietnamese women Rector. At such, this was the only
level at which this study could be seen as “feminist” because while feminist standpoint
epistemology is mentioned, conceptions of how feminist theories might or could impact
on Vietnam, where they are little discussed, were beyond the scope of this study. But
reaching the end of this thesis, | can see that feminist standpoint epistemology has been
a good theoretical guide and companion for a female research student who carried out
her studies on women. It gave me the power to gain a standpoint of my own to reflect
upon my own experience, parts of which | share with the women Rectors. It is because
“feminist standpoint epistemology asks not just that we take women seriously as
knowers but that we translate women’s knowledge into practice, that we apply what we
learn from women’s experiences toward social change” (Brooks, p. 77). | am a
Vietnamese woman, who resides in Vietnam, who has worked for higher education
sector in Vietnam and | am currently interested in my career advancement. At least, |
share with women participants the same cultural background, race, gender and maybe,
occupation aspirations as well. By sharing their experiences and perceptions in their
journeys to the top, the four women Rectors empowered me to question the authenticity
of what | once thought and took for granted as givens in my life and my career. They
brought me to an understanding of my own past and present experience in a way that
transforms me. The more experiences are shared, the more we learn from one another to
end the marginalisation of women in senior ranks in this area. My exposure to feminist
standpoint epistemology had enabled me to apply and better take on its advantages to
study women Rectors at selected public universities in the Vietnamese context. This is
the reason why feminism originated in the West, research on women in Vietnam, in

non-Western contexts like mine can greatly benefit from its theoretical implications.
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Epilogue: Final thoughts

I would like to conclude this thesis with a statement from my own standpoint as
it was formed throughout this study. From my observations, the four women in this
study are true leaders and role models for others because of their academic and career
successes and the individual lives they have led as women in the journeys to a
rectorship. | expect that the women will continue to be themselves and share their
stories with other younger Vietnamese women. In my journey to find answers to the
questions that obsessed me since | was undergraduate student, | have discovered further
truths and realities.

My personal and education backgrounds were reflected in those of all four
women Rectors in this study. My younger sister and | grew up with the ambition we
kept at the very young age that we would receive a university education with our
parents’ encouragement and support. We all were sent to the quality schools and we had
relatively fair chances to access other resources as our male peers. My parents, as those
of the women Rectors ignored the Confucian son favoured traditional philosophy in
Vietnam to let us enjoy a life that makes us now independent and competent in our lives
and our careers. As well, we continued our academic and career endeavour while we
were wives and mothers. | was also supported by my husband, who always thought that
I could capably assume a more responsible position in my career. | realised that like
women Rectors in this study, in my way to academic and career development, | had
experienced the similar challenges. At times, | had endured sceptical views when
interacting with my male colleagues in the MOET. It was rumoured that | had troubles
in my marriage because | have stayed in Australia to pursue my higher education, while

my husband lives in Vietnam taking care of my daughter. | also feel guilty for leaving
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my parents and my husband a big responsibility that I, as Vietnamese women should
traditionally bear for the family. As well, | once thought that it was better if | waited
some more years until my daughter Lam was a little older to continue my study; but if |
did so, I would miss opportunities because of the current mandatory age cap for
promotion for women.

And the experiences shared by women participants in this study epitomise partly
the notion of a senior woman administrators in the Vietnamese higher education, which
I may become a part in the near future. But as part of the younger generation, my peers
and | need to clearly determine our life goals and do our best to achieve what we aim
for. I strongly believe that we are capable but it still will be a difficult task in pursuing
an academic career concurrently with caring for my family in the context of Vietnam;
even if we are in the era of globalisation, when more young Vietnamese women like me
have an opportunity to access western ideologies, for example, feminism. As well,
although the positive changes in the attitudes of those women’s husbands, as well as of
mine are encouraging, this is not so simple. The ideal model of womanhood in Vietnam
still associates women with many heavy family responsibilities and it is still used “to
guide girls in choosing appropriate occupations in society”, where “...women also self-
consciously plan their lives in accordance with this model” (Hang, 2008, p. 19). But |
feel I need to find ways to productively combine a prolific career life and a satisfying
family life in this context. And the influence these women have had on me has been life
changing and encourages me to continue to strive for professional and personal growth.
Actual change in our consciousness and experiences starts concurrently when we begin
with the process of exchanging, thinking, and writing. My study is a link in that change
course. | hope that one day, when Lam is old enough to read this thesis, she will

understand how her mother and the previous generations of women in Vietnam made
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their own attempts and have tried their best to create a better environment for future
Vietnamese women to be successes in their lives and careers. And for that aim, this

changing journey continues.
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Appendix 1: Ethical Clearance

Wi GriffithuniversiTy

HUMAN RESEARCH ETHICS COMMITTEE
SUBMISSION CERTIFICATE

This certificate confirms that an application for ‘Journey to the top: women leaders
in higher education in Vietnam' (GU Protocol Number EBL/24/08/HREC). This
application will shortly be considered by the Griffith University Human Research
Ethics Committee (HREC).

The applicant will be advised of the outcome of this consideration in due course.

This correspondence will list the standard conditions of ethical clearance that apply
to Griffith University protocols.

The HREC is established in accordance with the National Statement on Ethical
Conduct in Research Involving Humans. The operation of this Committee is outlined
in the HREC standard Operating Procedure, which is available
fromwww.gu.edu.au/or/ethics.

Please do not hesitate to contact me if you have any further queries about this matter.

Gary Allen

Manager, Research Ethics

Office for Research

G39 room 3.55 Gold Coast Campus
Griffith University

Phone: 3735 5585

Facsimile: 5552 9058

Email: g.allen@griffith.edu.au
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Appendix 2: Email letter to potential interviewees

(Letter head of Griffith University)

Researcher: Dao Hien Chi
Doctoral candidate, School of Education and
Professional Studies, Griffith University
Email: $2629523@student.qgu.edu.au
or mobile 0423 591 168

Supervisors: Dr.Robert Funnell, School of Education and Professional

Studies, Griffith University
Email: r.funnell@gqriffith.edu.au or phone (07) 37355745

Dr. Clarence Ng Chi Hung, School of Education and
Professional Studies, Griffith University
Email: clarence.ng@qriffith.edu.au or phone (07) 37355668

Dear Ms...

My name is Dao Hien Chi and | am a doctoral candidate of School of Education,
Griffith University, Australia. My supervisors are Dr. Robert Funnell and Dr. Clarence
Ng Chi Hung. My study focuses on the issue of women leaders in higher education in
Vietnam. Results of my study will rely primarily on interviews with women such as
you, who are the rectors of four-year universities or are in top positions of Higher
education department of the Ministry of Education and Training of Vietnam.

I would like you to agree for me to meet you at a convenient time to talk briefly about
my study and invite you to voluntarily participate in my project.

Thank you very much for reading this letter and I look forward to hearing from you.

Respectfully,

Dao Hien Chi
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In Vietnamese

Nghién ctu vién:  Dao Hién Chi
Nghién ctru vién, Khoa Giao duc
truong Pai hoc Griffith, Uc
Email: s2629523@student.gu.edu.au
hoac mobile 0423 591 168
Gi4o vién huéng din: Tién si Robert Funnell
Khoa Gi4o duc, truong Pai hoc Griffith, Uc
Email: r.funnell@griffith.edu.au
hoac phone (07) 37355745
Tién si Clarence Ng Chi Hung
Khoa Gi&o duc, truong Pai hoc Griffith, Uc
Email: clarence.ng@griffith.edu.au
hoac phone (07) 37355668

Kinh gui Ba....

T6i 1a Pao Hién Chi, hién dang 1a nghién ctiu sinh tién si nganh Gido duc cua khoa
Gi4o duc, truong Pai hoc Griffith, Uc. Cac gido vién huéng din cua toi 1a Tién si
Robert Funnell va Tién si Clarence Ng Chi Hung, giang vién cua khoa Gido duc thudc
truong Pai hoc Griffith, Uc. Bé tai nghién ctu cia téi dé& cap dén van dé phu nir lam
quan ly trong giao duc dai hoc ¢ Viet Nam. Két qua nghién ctu cua t6i s& phu thuoc rat
nhiéu vao céac cudc phong van véi nhitng phu nit di va dang giit vai tro lanh dao trong
gi&o duc dai hoc nhu cac nit Hiéu trudng cac truong dai hoc ¢ Viét Nam, cac nir lanh
dao cip Vu cua Vu Giéo duc dai hoc, Bo Giéo duc va Do tao.

Néu ba cho phép, t6i xin dugc gip ba it phut dé trinh bay tom tit vé dé tai nghién cau
cua tdi va moi ba tinh nguyén (phi lgi nhuan) tham gia vao nghién cau nay.

Xin chan thanh cam on ba da danh thoi gian doc thu nay va mong sém duoc nhan phan
hoi tir ba.

Tran trong,

DPao Hién Chi
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Appendix 3: Information sheet

(Letter head of Griffith University)

Researcher: Dao Hien Chi
Doctoral candidate, School of Education and
Professional Studies, Griffith University
Email: $2629523@student.qgu.edu.au
or mobile 0423 591 168

Supervisors: Dr.Robert Funnell, School of Education and Professional

Studies, Griffith University
Email: r.funnell@gqriffith.edu.au or phone (07) 37355745

Dr. Clarence Ng Chi Hung, School of Education and
Professional Studies, Griffith University
Email: clarence.ng@qriffith.edu.au or phone (07) 37355668

Title of the study: Journey to the top: women leaders in higher education in
Vietham

This is a part of Chi’s doctoral dissertation under the supervision of Dr. Robert Funnell
and Dr. Clarence Ng Chi Hung from Griffith University.

Introduction

The purpose of this study is to explore the issue of women leaders in higher
education in Vietnam. The study will explore the influential factors contributing to the
career development of some women leaders in higher education, the barriers they have
confronted when executing their duties and meeting the responsibilities of their jobs.
This study is conducted under the supervision of Griffith University, Queensland,
Australia. You are being invited to participate in this study because you are a woman
leader in higher education in Vietnam.

Description of procedures

Your involvement in this study will include a one-hour in-depth interview.
During the interview, you will be asked about your childhood and background
experiences, academic preparation, career paths, personal and professional barriers and
possible advise that you might share with other women, who are seeking leadership
positions in higher education.

This in-depth interview will be tape - recorded. You can refuse to answer any
questions if you feel uncomfortable and you can discontinue the interview at any point
at which you are no longer comfortable proceeding. If at any time, you change your
mind about participating in this research, you are encouraged to withdraw your consent
and to cancel your participation.
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Risks
There are no foreseeable risks at this time from the participation in this study.
Benefits

If you decide to participate in this study, you may gain some self-reflection,
personal insight and significance self-awareness. What you have experienced along
your journey to the top will inspire other women to pursue senior leadership positions
and help them to be successful in higher education.

Cost and compensation

You will be advised that while participating in the interview, you will not
receive any payment. Your participation is voluntary. You will not be compensated for
participating in this study.

Confidentiality

Your confidentiality will be respected. The information you provide will be kept
confidential and secured to ensure your privacy. Pseudonym will be used to guarantee
that your name and the name of your institution are not revealed. The tape from your
interview will be kept in safe place and under control of the researcher only. You have
the right to review the tape and request to destroy all or portions at any time. The tape
will be destroyed once the study is completed. Results of this study will be reported to
you as part of the reflection and checking for accuracy. In each case of disseminating
results of this study, your name and the name of your institution will not be revealed
unless you request those to be publicized. The researcher will ask your opinion when
using your own words in the study to avoid exposing your identity.

The conduct of this research involves the collection, access and/or use of your
identified personal information. The information collected is confidential and will not
be disclosed to third parties without your consent, except to meet government, legal or
other regulatory authority requirements. A de-identified copy of this data may be used
for other research purposes. However, your anonymity will at all times be safeguarded.
For  further information consult the  University’s Privacy Plan at
www.griffith.edu.au/ua/aa/vc/pp or telephone (07) 3735 5585.

We acknowledge your valuable opinions, and the time and information you
provide because it is an important part of our study. If you have any further questions or
wish to report the study related problems, you may contact the researcher or the
supervisors by phone or email that given at the beginning of this information sheet. For
questions about your rights as a participant in this study or any complains about the
ethical conduct of the project, you may contact the Manager, Research Ethics, at
Griffith University Human Research Ethics Committee on telephone (07) 3735 5585 (or
research-ethics@griffith.edu.au).

Thank you for taking the time to read this information sheet. If you voluntarily
agree to participate in this study, please complete the attached consent form and contact
the researcher to return it as your earliest convenience.

Sincerely,

Dao Hien Chi
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In Vietnamese

Nghién ctu vién:  Dao Hién Chi
Nghién ctru vién, Khoa Giao duc
truong Pai hoc Griffith, Uc
Email: s2629523@student.gu.edu.au
hoac mobile 0423 591 168
Gi4o vién huéng din: Tién si Robert Funnell
Khoa Gi4o duc, truong Pai hoc Griffith, Uc
Email: r.funnell@griffith.edu.au
hoac phone (07) 37355745
Tién si Clarence Ng Chi Hung
Khoa Gi&o duc, truong Pai hoc Griffith, Uc
Email: clarence.ng@griffith.edu.au
hoac phone (07) 37355668

Tén dé tai: Con dwong din téi dinh cao: Phu nir lam linh dao trong gido duc dai
hoc & Viét Nam

Nghién ctu nay 1a mot phan trong luan an tién si cua nghién ciu sinh Dao Hién Chi
dudi sy huéng dan cua Tien si Robert Funnell va Tién si Clarence Ng Chi Hung thugc
truong Pai hoc Griffith, Uc.

Giéi thigu

Muc dich cta nghién ciru nay 1a khao sat van dé phu nir lam lanh dao trong gido
duc dai hoc ¢ Viét Nam. Noi dung ctia nghién ctu s& tim hiéu cac yéu té dan dén su
phét trién nghé nghiép cia mot sé nir 1anh dao trong gido duc dai hoc ¢ Viét Nam,
nhirng rao can ma ho gap phai trong qué trinh thuc hién nhiém vu va trach nhiém cua ho
VGi vai tro 12 nguoi lanh dao. Nghién ciru nay duogc tién hanh dudi sy gidam sét cua
truong Pai hoc Griffith, bang Queensland, Uc. Ba dugc moi tham gia nghién cau nay
boi vi ba 1a mot trong sé nhiing nir 1anh dao cua gido duc dai hoc Viét Nam.

M6 ta qué trinh

Néu ddng y, ba s& tham gia 1 cudc phong van kéo dai trong 1 gio. Trong qua
trinh phong véan, nguoi phong van s& hoi ba nhitng cau hoi lién quan dén thoi nién thiéu
cua ba, qué trinh hoc tap va cong tac, cac rao can vé ca nhén ciing nhu nghé nghiép ma
ba gap phai trong vi tri cong tac cuaa minh va nhirng loi khuyén ma ba danh cho nhirng
phu nir dang chuén bi vwon t6i vi tri 1anh dao trong giéo duc dai hoc.

Cudc phong van nay s& dugc thu &m. Ba c6 thé tir chdi tra 161 nhitng cau hoi nao
ma ba cam thay khong can thiét va ba cé thé nging cudc phong van vao bat cir luc nao
ba mubn. Trong truong hop ba thay dbi y dinh vé viéc tham gia nghién ciu, ba duoc
khuyén khich rat lui khoi nghién ctu va hay bo sir tham gia caa ba trong nghién cau
nay.

Rui ro
Khong ¢ rii ro nao duoc xac dinh vao thoi diém nay khi ba tham gia nghién ctu.
Lgi ich

Néu ba quyét dinh tham gia nghién ciru, ba cd thé nhin lai ching duong da qua
cta minh va rat ra dugc nhirng kinh nghiém quy bau cho ban than. Nhiing gi ba da trai
qua trong qua trinh cong tac s& khuyén khich nhiing phu nir c6 kha ning tiép tuc phan
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dau va gitp cho ho thanh cdng trong vai trd |a nhitng nir 1anh dao twong lai cua gido duc
dai hoc Viét Nam.
Chi phi va sy dén bl

Néu tham gia vao phong van, ba s& khéng nhan duoc sy hd tro vé tai chinh. Sy
tham gia cua ba Ia tu nguyén. Ba s& khong duoc dén b gi khi tham gia vao nghién ciu
nay.

Sw bao mat

Vén d& bao mat s& duoc ton trong. Nhiing thong tin trong qué trinh phong van s&
duoc bao quan mot cach téi mat dé dam bao nhirng bi mat ca nhan cua ba. Tén cua ca
nhan ba va cac co s quan ly cia ba s& duoc dit bt danh. Bing ghi am phong van ba s&
duoc nghién ciu sinh bao quan va chiu trach nhiém. Ba c6 quyén duoc nghe lai bang
ghi &m va yéu cau cat bo ting phan hoic ca qua trinh phong van. Bing ghi am nay s&
duoc pha huy ngay sau khi nghién ctru hoan thanh. Két qua caia nghién cau nay s€ dugc
giri dén ba dé tham khao va kiém chiing su chén that. Trong treong hop cong bé két qua
nghién cau, tén cua ba va cc co s¢ ba quan ly s& khong dugc tiét 16 trir phi ba yéu cau
nhitng thdng tin nay can dugc cong b rong rai. Nghién ctu sinh s& hoi ¥ kién caa ba
trong trudng hop st dung loi néi truc tiép cua ba vao nghién ctu dé tranh tinh trang
nhitng thong tin nay cd thé dé 16 tung tich c& nhan cua ba.

Viéc tién hanh nghién ctu nay sé& bao gém ca thu thap nhitng thong tin vé cé
nhan ba. Nhitng théng tin nay s& duoc bao mat va s& khong duoc tiét 16 cho bén thir 3
ma khdng c6 su chap thuan cta ba va tuan tha theo ding cac quy dinh cia nha nuéc va
phap luat. Mot ban copy dit liéu khong tiét 16 danh tinh cd thé s& dugc str dung cho muc
dich nghién ctu tiép theo. Tuy nhién trong moi trudng hop, tén tuoi cua ba s& duoc bao
vé. Dé biét thém cac thong tin tu van vé viéc nay, xin lién hé truc tiép véi Hoi dong dao
duc cua truong Griffith theo trang web sau www.griffith.edu.au/ua/aa/vc/pp hoac
qua dién thoai (07) 3735 5585.

Ching t6i tran trong nhiing y kién, thong tin va thoi gian quy bau ma ba danh
cho cudc phong van bai vi day la phan quan trong nhat trong nghién ctu cia ching ti.
Néu ba co y kién dong gop gi vé mit chuyén mén cho nghién ctu nay, xin vui long lién
hé véi nghién ciru sinh va cac gido vién hudng dan theo so6 dién thoai va dia chi da cung
cap & ngay phan dau trang thong tin nay. Vé nhiing gop y vé quyeén lgi cia nguoi tham
gia hoic bt cir phan nan nao vé van dé dao dtc nghién ctu, ba c6 thé lién lac truc tiép
v6i Giam ddc nhom dao dic nghién ciu, thanh vién cua Hoi dong dao dic nghién cau
cua truong dai hoc Griffith theo sb dién thoai (07) 3735 5585 (hoic email research-
ethics@griffith.edu.au).

Xin tran trong cam on ba da danh thoi gian doc trang thdng tin nay. Néu ba dong
y tham gia vao nghién ctru, xin vui 1ong dién vao mau chap nhan tham gia nghién ciu
giri kém theo va lién lac voi nhém nghién ctu dé gui lai mau nay.

Tran trong,

Dbao Hién Chi
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Appendix 3: Consent form

(Letter head of Griffith University)

Researcher: Dao Hien Chi

Doctoral candidate, School of Education and
Professional Studies, Griffith University
Email: $2629523@student.gu.edu.au

or mobile 0423 591 168

Supervisors: Dr.Robert Funnell, School of Education and Professional

Studies, Griffith University
Email: r.funnell@gqriffith.edu.au or phone (07) 37355745

Dr. Clarence Ng Chi Hung, School of Education and
Professional Studies, Griffith University
Email: clarence.ng@gqriffith.edu.au or phone (07) 37355668

Title of the study: Journey to the top: women leaders in higher education in
Vietham

By signing below, | confirm that | have read and understood the information package
and in particular that:

1.

2.
3.
4

o

I understand that my involvement in this research will include interviews;

I have had any questions answered to my satisfaction;

I understand the risks involved;

I understand that there will be no direct benefit to me from my participation in
this research;

I understand that my participation in this research is voluntary;

| understand that if 1 have any additional questions | can contact the research
team;

I am advised that if | participate, 1 am free to withdraw at any time without
comment and penalty.

| understand that | can contact the Manager, Research Ethics, at Griffith
University Human Research Ethics Committee on (07) 37355585 (or research-
ethics@griffith.edu.au) if I have any concerns about the ethical conduct of the
project; and

| agree to participate in the project.

. 1 give my permission for my interviews to be recorded. | understand that the tape

will be kept confidential and | am able to have a copy of it in Vietnamese or to
destroy it if | desire.

Name Signature Date

(Participant) (Participant) (Participant)
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In Vietnamese

Nghién ctu vién:  Dao Hién Chi
Nghién ctru vién, Khoa Giao duc
truong Pai hoc Griffith, Uc
Email: s2629523@student.gu.edu.au
hoac mobile 0423 591 168
Gi4o vién huéng din: Tién si Robert Funnell
Khoa Gi4o duc, truong Pai hoc Griffith, Uc
Email: r.funnell@griffith.edu.au
hoac phone (07) 37355745
Tién si Clarence Ng Chi Hung
Khoa Gi&o duc, truong Pai hoc Griffith, Uc
Email: clarence.ng@griffith.edu.au
hoac phone (07) 37355668

Tén dé tai: Con dwong din téi dinh cao: Phu nir lam linh dao trong gido duc dai
hoc & Viét Nam

T6i ky tén dudi day dé xac nhan rang t6i da doc va hiéu nhitng thdng tin vé nghién cau

nay, dac biét:
1. T6i ddng y tham gia vao nghién ctru nay dudi hinh thirc phong van;
2. T6i di nhan dugc nhiing cau tra 1i hop ly vé nhing thic mac cua tdi lién quan
dén nghién cau nay;
3. Ti hiéu dugc nhirng rai ro khi tham gia nghién cau nay;
4. T6i hiéu duoc 1a t6i khong duoc tra loi nhuan truc tiép tir viéc tham gia vao
nghién ctru nay;
5. T6i hiéu rang sy tham gia vao nghién ctu nay cua toi la tw nguyeén;
6. Toi hiéu rang, néu toi c6 thiac mac gi, tdi co thé lién lac voi nhém nghién cau;
7. Toi dugc khuyén rang, néu toi tham gia nghién ciru nay, toi cling s& duoc tu quyét
dinh rat lui khoi nghién ctru ma khong phai néi 1y do cling nhu khong chiu hinh phat
nao;
8. Toi hiéu rang, tdi co thé lién lac véi Giam ddc nhém dao dic nghién ctu, thanh
vién cua Hoi dong dao duc nghién ciu caa truong dai hoc Griffith theo sb dién thoai
(07) 3735 5585 (hodc email research-ethics@griffith.edu.au) néu t6i co bat cir thic
méc nao vé cac diéu khoan lién quan dén dao dic nghién cau cua dé tai nay;
9. T6i dong y tham gia vao nghién ctu nay:;
10. Téi dong y cho phép cudc phong van t6i duoc ghi &m. Toi hiéu rang bang ghi
am s& duoc bao quan mot cach téi mat va tdi co quyén duoc nhan mot ban copy
bang tiéng Viét hoac yéu cau pha huy bang ghi 4m nay néu tdi mong mudn nhu vay.

Tén Chtr ky Ngay
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Appendix 4 : Interview questions

Q1. What are personal
backgrounds of these
women?

1. Could you share with me your personal information
in terms of family of origin, for example, when and
where was you born, and grew up? Who are your
parents and what did they do? How many siblings
have you got?

2. Could you please tell me about your marital status?
3. What is your own experience in education including
all your degrees and certificates?

Q2. How do they ascend to
the top leadership position in
their institutions?

1. How long have you been working at your university
and how long have you been in the rector position?

2. How did you obtain the rector position and could
you describe that process?

3. Did you aspire to this position?

4. Why did you choose to enter higher education?
What factors (e.g. individuals or events) are most
likely to support your career choice and development?
5. Are there any difficulties in your career
development? If yes, how did you deal with them to
advance in your career?

Q3. What are the leadership
practices of those women
Rectors including leadership
styles, problems encountered
(if any) and handled?

1. What are your responsibilities in your position?

2. What is your leadership style?

3. Is it effective in your institution?

4. If any, what other challenges have you experienced
in your leadership position?

5. How did you overcome these?

Q4. What advice they save for
other women working in
higher education, who want
to aspire to senior leadership?

1. From your perspective, what skills and strategies
are most likely critical for women, who want to be
leaders in higher education in Vietnam?

2. Is there anything else about your life, your career,
your role, your story or your philosophy that you
would like to share if I missed that?
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Appendix 5: An example of developing categories and themes

Provisional Initial subcategories Finalised subcategories Themes
categories [Inductive codes] [Finalised codes]
[Priori codes]
Personal Family status Family of origin Biography,
background Parents family and
Siblings education
Marital status Marriage and children
Children
General education Education background
Higher education
Subjects of expertise
Degrees obtained
Career Positions held Professional career path Ascension to

development

Mobility
Aspiration

Father’s influence
Mother’ influence
Both parents’ influence
Husband’ s influence
Grandfather’s influence

Male predecessor’s support
Female university lecturer’s
influence

Female supervisor’s influence

Teaching experience
Participation in different org.

Aspiration

Family members’ influence

Non family members’
influence

Supporting activities

the rectorship

Luck Luck
Leadership Leadership characteristics Leadership characteristics Leadership
practices Leadership styles Leadership styles practices
Hiring right people Leadership philosophy
Empowerment
Using power
Challenges and Family responsibilities Family responsibilities Challenges,
solution strategies solutions and
Suspicion Other problems strategies
Rumour

Slanginess of senior staff
Personal weakness

Husband’s support
Ignoring
Working hard

Solutions

Advice

Views on women leaders
Advice

Views on women leaders
Advice

Contribution
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Appendix 6: An example of the coding process — intrapersonal level

Participants Speech in Vietnamese Translation into English Inductive
codes
B4 toi 1a mot cong boc cua nha nuéc | My father was a diligent official and Father’s
lam viéc rat tan tuy van day dd ching | he taught us how to do the job with | i auence
t6i 1a d& nhan viéc gi phai 1am dén the most responsibility and
noi dén chén, mot cach trach nhiém | enthusiasm. | was influenced by two
R3 nhét va tam huyét nhat. Téi duoc hai | female lecturers as mentioned above, Ui?\::?ty
ba gido anh huong nhu da néi ¢ trén, | at that time, | wished | would lecturers’
ngay luc d6 t6i da nghi rang gia nhu | become like them. influence
t61 dugc nhu ho.
T6i sinh truong trong mot giadinhtri | was born  and grew up
thit. ..Ca gia dinh toi déu lam giao in an intellectual family ... All my Family
R3 duc, cu thé chi ca t6i 1a gido vien cip | family worked in education sector. statis
3... T6i c6 cau em trai bay gio lam Specifically, my eldest sisteris a
giang vién dai hoc... high school teacher... 1 have
a younger brother, who is Siblings

now university lecturer
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Appendix 7: An example of the coding process — interpersonal level

Participants Speech in Vietnamese Translation into English Inductive
codes
Minh cam nhan dwoc viéc minh lam I myself had a feeling that it was a
lanh dao ciing 14 c¢6 yéu té ngiu nhién | contingent effect, a good luck to me Luck
va c6 nhiing diéu may mén doi voi

Rl minh...

Déi vai toi, tdi cho 1a tu tin ban linh | For me, | think that | am confident, e s
quyét doan, minh d4m 1am, d4m chiu. | determined and responsible.

Ca nhan c6 khéng dat muc tiéu sé la Personally, | did not set a goal to be

mét hiéu truong... D6 1a sé phan. P6 | a Rector. It was fate. It was luck to Luck

Ia may man nhu nguoi ta hay néi co me, as the proverb ‘Strike while the

dén tay ai nguoi d6 phat... iron is hot’.

h Thir nhat 14 suy nghi logic, thir hai 1a | Firstly, it is logical thinking, —
trach nhiém trong cong viéc, thir ba 1a | secondly, be responsible in the job, characteristics
ludn luén trung thyc... Thir tu la. .. thirdly, always be honest....
tinh cong dong, kha nang thuyét phuc | Fourthly, it is high community
nguoi khac. .. spirit, the ability to convince others.

Yéu td may mén, vé mat sé phan. .. It was luck effect, a destiny’s
T6i 1a nguoi rat quyét doan va chiu choice... I am very decisive and L
trach nhiém. Khi quyét dinh di duoc responsible. When a decision was

R3 dua ra, thi toi don dbc quyét list qua | made, | supervised, speeded up the Leadership
trinh thuc hién, kiém tra thuong xuyén | implementation process regularly to FHRISCIRHS
dé két qua dat duoc tét nhét. get the best result of that task.

Chang qua c6 ¢ day thudc vao loai It was only | was lucky to be given
may min duoc dao tao lién tuc, dwoc | continuing educational L
phong hoc ham sém nén khi bo nhiém | opportunities, was bestowed the

R4 ciing vao loai twong ddi sém. .. academic titles earlier, so | was

appointed at a relative early age.
Minh phai 1a nguoi khiém ton nhung | | was modest but also decisive e
cling quyét doan.
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Appendix 8: Profiles of women participants

Participants R1 R2 R3 R4
Bornin 1963 1953 1949 1949
Marital status Married Married Married Remarried
Number of marriage 1 1 1 2
Children 2 2 1 1
Education PhD PhD PhD PhD
Fields of Expertise Laws Computer Science Laws Music Studies
Places of Study The former USSR Czechoslovakia The former USSR The former USSR
Years at the institution 17 21 24 20
before the appointment
Age at the appointment 44 45 48 46
Positions held Rector Rector Rector Director

Institutions

Public university

Public university

Public university

Public academy

Years in the Rector/
Director position

2

9

7

11
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