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ABSTRACT

This chapter examines discourses and social practices at individual,

community, and institutional levels related to non-majority Vietnamese

ethnic girls’ access to and participation in secondary school. This critical

analysis utilizes Sen ’sframework ofcapabilities to illustrate difi’erences in

discourse and social practice that exist around poverty, and the ways in

which gendered relations and ethnic traditions are intertwined with the

discourse and practices ofpoverty t0 aflect girls’ choices and well-being in

and through secondary education. We particularly draw on girls’ and their

parents’ constructions of these issues as they negotiate and are affected by
them. We argue that strategies must move beyond the discourse that

Gender, Equality and Education from International and Comparative Perspectives

International Perspectives on Education and Society, Volume 10, 145—183

Copyright © 2009 by Emerald Group Publishing Limited

All rights of'reproduction in any form reserved

ISSN: l479—3679/doi:10.l108/81479-3679(2009)00000]0008

145



146 JOAN DEJAEGHERE AND SHIRLEY J. MISKE

ethnic traditions and gendered relations are barriers to girls' educatian to

consider the inequalities and lack of capabilities that perpetuate poverty

and unequal gendered relations for non—majority ethnic groups in

societies.

INTRODUCTION

Recent studies examining gender parity that disaggregate the data by other

variables show that out-of-school girls___are disproportionately nlembers ofem (Lewis & Lockheed, 2006), often including fion--majority

ethnic groups in many countries. Out-of-school girls tend to live in rural

areas and come from low--1ncome families (Filmer, 2000, Lewis & Lockheed,

2006;WWils, Carrol, & Barrow, 2005) Even in areas of the world usually

characterized by gender parity at various levels of schooling, gender

disparities become obvious when analyses are made that include ethnicity

and high levels of poverty (Stromquist, 2001). In Vietnam, while primary

and secondary enrollment rates approximate parity, these rates mask the

disparities existing within certain ethnic groups These findings su est that

indicators of gender parity need to be further prmémd
béfore gender equality can be fully_ realized. Gender equality needs to be

cmgred ih dombination with other issues, such as poverty and ethnic

discrimination that affect overall equality in society. Stromquist (2006)

argues that achieving gender equality requires equal opportunity and

participation in the public sphere, as well as attention to gender differences

within the private sphere, which go beyond the impacts of parity in

education. Although combinations of these three characteristics — gender,

non-majority ethnicity, and poverty — have been shown to affect girls’

access, participation, and achievement in schools, few studies have

qualitatively examined how the nexus of these characteristics affects girls’

schooling opportunities at the secondary level, and, in turn, equality of

capabilities (Sen, 1999).

In the past decade, secondary education has received increased attention

among governments, donor agencies, and researchers (e.g., World Bank,

2005). There is growing concern about the causes related to lqyy trar_1_sition

ratesfiflrmpnmaxy Lo sgcgndaryfieducation, especially Ms
Opportunigsgjgx fu__rtthgr schooling, future employment, and a family’s

I

household Income are all factors affectingiarticipation 1n secondariscjmgl.

Wountry has ever achieved universal primary enrollment without a

secondary enrollment of 45 percent (Clemens, 2004), suggesting that the
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opportunity to go on to secondary school affects retention through primary
school. Recent studies (e g., Tikal, 2007) have found a ngmficant and

I

previously overlooked relationship between secondary education ecqnomic
devclgpment agd poverty reductiQn, where both economic development and
poverty reduction strategies are important for young people’ 3 participation

in secondary school At the secondary level in particular, poverty is a mgjpr

Lewin- (2005) argues that wealth is generally the most important

determinant of enrollment in secondary school. “Participation at secondary
level,” he notes, “is widely rationed by price” (p. 412). Among the poorest

40% of the population, the ratio of boys to girls is nearly four to one for

Grade 9 participation, whereas gender is least important in explaining

differences in enrollment in the top 20% (p. 19).

This chapter is a critical analysis of discourse and social practices relate?

to gender, ethnic traditions, and poverty among non-majority girls and their:

families in Vietnam. We attempt to illustrate in this analysis how majority

and non-majority groups within Vietnamese society construct discourses and
value social practices differently, and how these different constructions

_and values of ethnic traditions, gender, and poverty may, at times, have

contradictory impacts on girls’ choices and capabilities in and through‘

education. We also aim to illustrate how non-majority ethnic girls and
their families negotiate these multiple factors affecting their capabilities.

Throughout this analysis, we argue that approaches that address gender,

poverty, or cultural traditions as instrumental barriers may not effectively

respond to the interwoven dimensions and complex realities these girls

face (Sutton, 2001). Rather we suggest approaches are needed to create

capabilities for welLbeing, especially educational opportunities that relate to

the multidimensionality of girls’ lives (Sen, 1999).

EDUCATION AND NON-MAJORITY ETHNIC GIRLS
IN VIETNAM: THE PRESENT SITUATION

Vietnam, the second most populous country in Southeast Asia, has 54

different ethnic groups. The Kinh ethnic group comprises the majority of

the population, 53 non-Kinh ethnic groups make up 14% of the population

(1999 Census; Kosonen, 2004, p. 6). Many of these non-Kinh ethnic groups

live in remote and mountainous areas of Vietnam (Baulch, Chuyen,

H‘A_,w_4
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Haughton, & Haughton, 2004). These regions are geographically disadvan-

taged in term of access to and opportunities for profitable agriculture,

resulting in subsistence farming as a primary means of living. A low leyel of

education, malnutrition and poverty are prevalent for many oi the non-

majorlty ethnic groups (Kosonen, 2004; UNDP, 2002)

Educational attainment is high overall in Vietnam. National education

indicators suggest a high primary enrollment, with little disparity between

educational attainment for boys and girls. However, these national statistics

mask variations in enrollment" and completion for the different ethnic

groups, and for boys and girls within ethnic groups, in different regions.

Primary school gender gaps appear in the poorest households (5.3%), in the

Central Highlands (9.8%), and among the Chinese (6.4%) and other ethnic

groups (4.6%) (based on data from 1999 for which ethnic group data

are available). The primary enrollment rate is below 70% for the Ba-Na,

Gia—Rai, and Xo-Dang ethnic groups in the'Central Highlands and the

Hmong in the Northern Mountainous areas (Baulch et al., 2004).

Secondary enrollment rates are considerably lower than primary

enrollment rates overall (see Table 1), and are less than 20% for most
non-majority ethnic groups (e.g., the Gia-Rai, Ba-Na, Xo-Dang, Hmong,
and Dao) (UNICEF, 2004, 2005). Data disaggregated by non-majority

ethnic groups show greater gaps between minority and majority students, as

well as between minority girls and boys (Table 2). Nearly 65% of Kinh
majority are enrolled in secondary education (lower and upper), whereas

only 4.5% of Hmong, 9% of Ba-Na, and less than 15% of Xo-Dang and
Dao children are enrolled (see Table 2, Baulch, et 211., 2004). The Kinh ethnic

majority has an enrollment rate of 32% in upper secondary schools, but a

2002 study (Hirosato et al., 2002) showed that only 8% of all other ethnic

groups were enrolled at that level The gender gap for n_on-majority ethnic

groups overall is 13.4%, with even larger gaps in the ethnic groups stated

earlier In rural areas, the gender gap averages 7.4%, and among the poorest

households it is 12 4% (Desai, 2001).

Table 1. Primary and Secondary Enrollment Ratios (°/o).

Primary Secondary

Overall Boys Girls Overall Boys Girls
.

Gross enrollment rates 93 96 90 75 76 74

Net enrollment rates 87 69 70 68

Note: UNESCO, U18 2005 Data.
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Table 2. Primary and Secondary Enrollment Ratios (”/o) by 12 Different

Ethnicities.

Ethnic Groups Primary Level Secondary Level

Gross Net Net (boys) Net (girls) Gross Net Net (boys) Net (girls)

Kinh 113.6 93.4 93.5 93.4 80.6 64.8 65.5 64.0

Hoa 122.6 93.7 94.5 92,9 71.0 51.7 50.4 53.1

Khmer 114.5 76.3 77.3 75.3 35.9 22.5 23.8 21.2

Central highlands

Gia-Rai 126.3 66.4 67.6 65.1 37.1 14.9 15.2 14.5

Ba-Na 108.9 57.8 55.0 60.4 20.0 8.9 9.0 8.9

Xo-Dang 139.3 62.2 64.7 59.3 35.2 10.1 12.7 7.1

Northern uplands

Tay 135.4 94.7 94.9 94.4 77.0 51.0 47.1 55.2

Thai 135.5 83.9 87.2 80.5 55.2 32.1 33.6 30.5

Muong 133.4 94.5 94.9 94.0 76.7 52.3 50.8 53.9

Nung 136.6 89.3 89.7 88.9 61.8 39.2 37.0 41.6

Hmong 80.5 415 51.5 31.5 9.8 4.5 7.5 1.6

Dao 126.4 71.4 73.7 68.8 20.3 11.8 11.9 11.8

Source: Data from Baulch, Chuyen, Haughton, and Haughton (2004). Based on 3%
enumeration sample of 1999 Census.

POVERTY, ETHNIC GROUPS, AND WOMEN
IN VIETNAM

Vietnam has taken concerted effort to address real poverty among its

population. In addition to sustained economic growth, Vietnam’s national

policies have targeted extremely impoverished communities and individuals

_' to address food poverty, health care and access to infrastructure, sanitation,

electricity, and schools. The poverty ratel nationally has declined from 58%
in 1993 to 19.5% in 2004 (Vietnamese Academy of Social Sciences, 2006,

p. 12). Although these rates indicate considerable progress, the reduction of

poverty varies greatly by region and among ethnic groups. The Kinh and
Chinese (Hoa) ethnic groups experienced the greatest reduction in poverty

during this time period, from 54% to 14%, whereas the remaining 53 ethnic

groups’ poverty rate declined from 86% to 61% (Vietnamese Academy of

Social Sciences, 2006, p. 25). The rate of reduction is much slower, which

results in an increase in the absolute difference in poverty rate between the

Kinh-Hoa and other ethnic groups.
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Women and girls, and particularly female-headed households in rural

areas, are vulnerable to poverty, in part because of limited access to land or

the labor force (Centre for International Economics, 2002). The gender

wage gap is also greater in agriculture, where many ethnic groups earn

their living. Women earn 62% of men, and women earn only' 40% of total

wages (p. 19). There are many causes of poverty among women and

particularly those of non-majority ethnic groups (Centre for International

Economics, 2002; Vietnamese Academy of Social Sciences, 2006), including

less access to land, water, markets, and health care, and lower educational

levels and participation. One of the causes of poverty for non-majority

ethnic groups in contrast to the Kinh majority is a low return on education;

however, they compensate by generating a higher return on land and labor

(Van de Walle & Gunewardena, 2000). This means that the actual value of

education is low, and, in turn, labor becomes more valuable, often leading

young girls and boys to leave school. This also suggests that other barriers

exist within the society, such as job discrimination, that prohibit non-

majority ethnic groups from utilizing their education to a full capacity for

their well-being.

ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK

In analyzing discourse and social practices that affect girls’ lives in their

pursuit of secondary education, this chapter draws on the theoretical

concepts of social construction and agency. We are interested in under-

standing how girls and their families, in cpmparison to and contrast with

Edmfilunity leaders, educators, and policy makers, construct these inter-

onen dimensions of their live§, and the agency they exert, or not, in_

developing their capabilitiés. We define discourse, drawing on Foucault’ s

(1972) work, as systems of thoughts composed of ideas, attitudes, principles,

rules, and inner logics that construct individuals and their worlds.

Discourse, in this analysis, goes beyond the systems of thought that guidc

institutions and groups in power, including governments; we also examine

arscourse as the systems of thought that guide individuals, particularly from
specific ethnic groups Social practices are the courses of action and

practices, including government and organizational policies and community
traditions, which are created in relation to these systems of thought. Among

I

government, international organizations and communities, and within

communities and ethnic groups, power exists more so for some groups and
individuals than others in creating a discourse of “truth” and social
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practices. For example, within some ethnic communities, the local leader has

greater power than children. We aim to illus_tr_ate in this analysixmhcrs;
'

institutional discourse may be more powerful than community discgurse,

whlle also showing where communities and especially girls use agency in

the (iscaurse and social practices In essence, we illustrate how macro--level

discourses affect local sites, and how local sites construct and react to these

discourses. In examining poverty, ethnic traditions and gender as socially

constructed discourse and social practices, we also acknowledge, drawing

exist and shape these constructlons

We utilizé Sen’ 5 (1992, 1999) capability approach to understand how girls

and their families choose and value different capabilities, and, thus, how
they exert agency toward their well-being. We draw on the scholarship of

gender relations that suggests gender is socially constructed in combination
with ethnicity and social class (Hill Collins, 1990; Subrahmanian, 2002), and
we draw on Vavrus’ critical analysis of ethnic traditions and gender as

socially constructed by competing discourses. This critique analyzes the

dominant discourses among international organizations and governments
that suggest cultural traditions are impediments to ethnic groups’ and girls’

participation in education. By analyzing the mterconnectlons among
poverty, ethnic uagiitjons, arid gender relatxohs wé illustrate that the

dlsEb’ITE—‘ggand social practices at the 1nd1flduQFWMumty and_ sgcietal

lev_el_ are often conflicting, and _may_ be used to perpetuate challenge or

1nter_Lthe lack of choices and .capabljmeskgirls ha_ve At times, the

discourse and social practices (e. g, girls are harder workers, and therefore

they should work more) act to inhibit the capabilities of girls; other

discourse and social practices illustrate how girls and their families make
sense of, value, and exert agency over the lack of physical and social

capabilities, their ethnic identity, and their gendered relations

Sen’ 3 (19921999) framework of povefl as cagabxhty degnvgugn and
Walker and Unterhalter’ s (2007) application of Sen’ 3 capability framework
to education 18 useful to understand how individuals and communities have
different possibilities to choose well-being in and through education.

Poverty as capability deprivatiQn2 is broader than. an income or an
instrumental approach to poverty, which measures poverty by access to

goods, resources, or real 1ncome. Capability deprivation IS a lack of freedom
to pursue well--bein_g. Sen (1992) argues in his explanation of inequality 1n

societies that equality of‘ ‘what” matters Equality 1s more than the access to

primary goqu and material cqndltlons t_o function in .life; it is a set of

capabllltles with which one céh chéose to pursue well--being, and to convert
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material conditions into well-being. Sen (1992, 1999) suggests that the

relationship between low income (instrumental poverty) and low capability

is variable between different communities, families, and individuals,

depending on other conditions and factors, such as age, gender, social

roles, and locations. For example, capabilities vary based on gender when
income is distributed unequally to boys in a family (Sen, 1999, p. 88, 89).

The capabilities and the conditions affecting non-majority ethnic girls’ well—

being related to schooling are constructed and valued differently depending

on social, economic, cultural, and political factors. Sen’s capability

framework is not without criticism; in particular, it does not address

specific capabilities for gender equality or racial or ethnic equality.

Nevertheless, it provides a useful framework through which to broaden

the understanding of poverty as it relates to gender and ethnic inequalities.3

Gender relations and ethnic traditions, as Sen suggests earlier, are

interwoven in the capability to choose one’s well-being. Gender relations

and roles are socially constructed in society by the discourses and practices

of the state, the economy, and other macro- (e.g., global economic trade)

and micro-processes (e.g., individual and community preservation of

cultural identity) (Stromquist, 2006; Subrahmanian, 2002). As fluid and

socially constructed, gender relations are intertwined with economic status,

or poverty, and ethnicity, or ethnic traditions. An analysis of the

relatiqn_s_l}ip_gmong gender, ethnicity, and social spams can help illustrate

multiple oppressions affecting non-majority women and girls (Hill Collins,

1990). At the same time, Hill Collins argues that women and girls of

lower social status or non-majority groups develop agency to counter

oppression. Their discourse and social practices may at times reveal

resistance or a sense of agency in opposition to dominant discourses. In the

international development discourse, particularly around girls’ education,

oppression is described instrumentally as “barriers.” In this analysis, we
illustrate how gender relations are constructed in relationship to ethnic

identity and tradition together with poverty. We critically analyze differing

constructions of gender relations and how they may limit girls’ capabilities;

and how girls’ discourse and social practices reflect possible capabilities for

well-being.

Less common in the development literature on gender and girls’ education

is the attention to ethnic identity and tradition as social constructions, and a

critical analysis of the discourses and social practices that articulate ethnic

traditions (see Vavrus, 2002). The social construction of ethnic cultural

traditions, Vavrus illustrates, can be critically analyzed through the lens of



Limits of and Possibilities for Equality 153

international organizations’, governments,’ and local communities’ dis-

courses and practices. Ethnic identities and traditions, similar t9 ggggcr

relatiog§,vw_ar¢_ __socially constructed with their meanings and practices

changing over time in relation to broader political econqmic and culturaL

struggles (Vavrus, 2002, p. 369) Vavrus points out that international

d—velopment discourse often articulates the concept of tradition to describe

ethnic or cultural impediments for non—majority ethnic groups participation

in schooling, rather than understanding how these traditions, as historically

and socially constructed, may also be challenges to colonial or majority

group imposed schooling. In other words, these dominant discourses about

ethnic traditions and groups can perpetuate ethnocentrism in policy and

practices, and they fail to account for the complex and dynamic nature of

culture and cultural change.

In our analysis, we examine how the discourse of ethnic traditions has been

used in national policies and in the public arena to articulate ethnic groups as

“backward” or “not progressive” (lac héu), and to describe gendered roles

and experiences in these ethnic groups. The discourse of “backwardness” has

become prevalent in the Doi Moi reform, in which economic and social

reforms are aimed at Vietnam’s development to compete in the international

economy. “Backward traditions” have been used to refer to modes of

cultivation and farming among ethnic groups, the marriage of young boys

and girls, and the cultural rituals and traditions of these ethnic families and

children (UNHCR, 2002). We compare and contrast discourse at the

government and international levels to discourse related to ethnic traditions

at the community and individual levels, and we examine how these discourses

impact social practices of non—majority ethnic girls.

In taking this approach of analyzing the discourses and social practices

related to poverty, ethnic traditions and gender relations at the government,

community, and individual levels, we attempt to move the dialog and

practice beyond two often competing camps in gender and development

work _the economlc and the cultural arguments (Zhang, Kao, & Hannum,
2007); or the anti--poverty and economic effic_i__ency approaches on the one

hand, and the gender subordlnatlon approach 91] thg other (Moser 1993)

Rather, our analysis suggests that gender, ethnic traditions, and poverty are

constructed and negotiated as interacting forces in the well—being of non-
‘

majority ethnic girls’ lives in Vietnam. Further, we argue for approaches to

move beyond instrumental interventions and explanations, for approaches

that account for girls’ and their families’ agency to change these issues in
‘

their lives.
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METHODOLOGY AND METHODS.

Sutton (2001) suggests that too often policy research on girls’ education

takes an instrumental approach, confined to technical “barriers” and

“solutions”. Less research takes a deeply interpretative or critical approach

that is able to “capture the complexities of local practice and institutions

and their relevance to policy formation” (p. 95). This study takes a critical

analytical approach aimed at understanding how local people — and

especially girls — construct the issues affecting their lives. In particular, we

seek to understand their discourse and social practices related to poverty,

gender relations, and ethnic cultural traditions.

In their book, Working Method, Weis and Fine (2004) put forth an

approach in which the analysis of ethnic groups is not represented as isolated

and bounded; rather a critical analysis must attempt to make visible the

relations within and among groups and larger sociopolitical phenomena

(p. xvii). Three principles guide this analytic approach. First, this critical

analysis aims to understand the lives of people within contextual undef—

standings of economic, ethnic, and gender relations. In this study, we

specifically aim to understand the social and economic conditions of poverty

and gender as they relate to girls from different ethnic groups, and the

constructions of ethnic relations and traditions in the wider social and

economic environment of Vietnam. A second principle is that categories of

social identity are real but fluid as they affect people’s lives. For example,

ethnic identity, social class, and gender are real categories, not to be

essentialized, but to be understood in terms of how these participants,

especially the girls who are not continuing on to secondary school, make

sense of and enact their gender, ethnic identity, and social identity. Third, in

understanding these social identity categories, variations of meaning are

sought, and outliers are represented. Secondary age out-of-school non-

majority ethnic girls represent outliers in that most research and policy

discourse and practice do not attend to this population. At the same time,

out—of—school secondary-age girls are a majority in contrast to those who are

in school, in these communities in Vietnam. Throughout the analysis section,

we illustrate differences among the ethnic groups, as well as contrasts among

government, community, families’ and girls’ discourses and practices.

The primary researchers in this study were Vietnamese nationals (mainly

Kinh majority researchers“) from the Research Center for Ethnic Minority

Education (RCEME) in the Ministry of Education and Training. The

RCEME researchers worked with non—majority ethnic gr0up educators

from the communities to carry out the research. We, as US. based
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researchers, worked collaboratively with the researchers to design, collect,

and analyze data from the study. The research and analysis were conducted

over a 2-year period. Visits to schools and villages in each ethnic community

.

were generally 2 weeks in length with a team of 5 or 6 researchers.

The participants included primary and secondary school age girls and
boys, their parents, community leaders, village heads, school personnel,

district education officials, and provincial and district People’s Committee
members. The children, parents, and community leaders are from four

different ethnic groups, residing in four geographically distributed and
economically disadvantaged districts in Vietnam (SCEMMAA, 2005): the

Hmong (Bac Ha district, Lao Cai province), Gia-Rai (Chu Pah district, Gia
Lai Province), Ba-Na (Mang Yang, Gia Lai province), and Khmer (Cau
Ngang district, Tra Vinh province). Participants and the communities were
selected based on purposive sampling. The communes and villages within

the district were selected based on two criteria: the largest gender gap in

lower secondary school enrollment and the greatest number of out—of-school

girls. Out-of-school girls and boys were identified from school and
community lists. In some small villages, all secondary school age (1114)
girls who were out-of-school were identified and interviewed; in other

villages, girls were randomly selected from the list of out-of-school children.

The selection of participants from the community, school, and district and
provincial levels reflected nearly equal representation of males and females.

The participants were chosen based on their responsibilities for education

and commune development. Researchers interviewed individually 111 out-

of—school girls and boys; conducted 104 focus groups with approximately

700 parents, teachers, and community and education officials; and
conducted 51 classroom observations.

BACKGROUND ON KHMER, HMONG, GIA-RAI AND
BA-NA ETHNIC GROUPS

Participants from four ethnic groups, living in three regions of Vietnam,
participated in this study: the Khmer (Tra Vinh), the Hmong (Lao Cai), the

Ba-Na, and the Gia-Rai (Gia Lai) (Fig. 1).

In Tra Vinh, a coastal province in the Mekong Delta, the Khmer include

30% of the population among the Kinh and Chinese majority. The Khmer
are one of the largest ethnic groups in Vietnam, with a population of more
than one million, and they are concentrated in southern Vietnam. Tra Vinh
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Tra Vinh

Fig. 1. Map of Vietnam and Three Provinces Included in the Study.

has one provincial town and seven districts. Two communes in Cau Ngang
district were included in this study. Nearly 30% of the households in one
commune and 50% in another are classified as extremely poor, and the

majority of these are Khmer (SCEMMAA, 2005). The main income
_

production is from agriculture, despite being a coastal province. Villages

around these commune centers are closer than in the other communes in this

study, with the furthest village being 7km from the commune center, where
the lower secondary school is located. The delta region with many flooded
rivers in the rainy season makes transportation difficult, even with short

distances. In each of the primary and secondary schools, there are Khmer
teachers, although fewer female teachers than males in all schools. The
enrollment rate is generally higher among the Khmer than the other ethnic

groups in this study, nevertheless, the girls’ enrollment rate drops off faster

than boys’ enrollment rate, particularly in the lower secondary grades.
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Lao Cai province is in northeast and northwest Vietnam, 0n the border

with China. It is approximately 300 km away from Ha Noi, and is

mountainous with different altitude levels. There is one provincial city, and
eight districts. The population of Lao Cai is more than a half million, and
includes 25 different ethnic groups, which comprise 70% of the population.

The largest group is Hmong, with a population of nearly 1 million spread

across several provinces. Agriculture and forestry contribute 78% 0f the

income in this province.

In this province, the two Lao Cai communes included in this research

study were located in Bac Ha district and are extremely disadvantaged as

measured by the government’s criteria (SCEMMAA). Hmong ethnic groups

compose the majority of the population. One of the communes had 10%
poor households; the other had 50% (SCEMMAA, 2005). In some cases,

villages in these communities may be up to 30 km from the commune center

and without passable roads, where the main primary and secondary school

are located. In the commune with more poor households, the enrollment

rate of girls to boys is less than half at every grade level, and decreases in the

upper grades. In Grade 5, the enrollment rate of Hmong boys is 3.3 times

that of the Hmong girls, and in Grade 9, this ratio is 5.2 times. In the second

commune, which is closer to the district center, gender parity occurs in the

lower grades, but in the upper grades a disparity of 2.5 times exists between

boys and girls (Bac Ha District Education Office).

The Gia-Rai, whose total population is approximately 300,000 comprise

30% of the population of Gia Lai province in the Central Highlands, a

mountainous region. Gia-Rai participants resided in Chupah district in the

north. Although export crops are produced in this province, the Gia-Rai

and Ba-Na ethnic groups primarily do small scale, subsistence farming or

cultivation of forest plants. In the communes included in this study, 30% of

the households are extremely poor. The communes are located approxi-

mately 20 km away from the district town. In one of the communes, a pilot

bilingual project is being implemented, and there are several Gia-Rai

teachers. In both of these communes, girls are consistently enrolled at a

lower rate than boys, starting in Grade 1, and a lower rate remains through

Grade 8, though a decrease in enrollment occurs for both boys and girls

starting in Grade 6. In one of the communes at the time of the study, boys
averaged 40—60% enrollment rate, whereas girls averaged 10—20% (Chupah
District Education Office).

'The Ba-Na ethnic group also resides in Gia Lai province, comprising 12%
of the population with approximately 150,000 people. Participants in this

study came from Mang Yang district, approximately 40km from the main
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provincial city. The two communes involved in this study were nearly 100%
Ba-Na people, with poor households making up more than 70% of the

population of these communes (SCEMMAA, 2005). The villages in the

communes lie up to 25 km away from the commune center without passable

roads. There was only one teacher of Ba-Na ethnicity in these schools,

though non-Ba-Na primary teachers could speak the language to some
extent. No secondary teachers could speak Ba-Na, which is not a written

language. The enrollment rate of school age children in these two communes
is approximately 1:3 and 1:4. Gender parity exists in both of these

communes in the primary grades, with girls having a slightly higher

enrollment rate than boys in one of them, in part due to over-aged

attendance. However, in Grades 6—8, girls’ enrollment rate drops

considerably compared to boys, with less than 10% in one commune and
approximately 20% enrollment rate of girls (80% for boys) in the other

lower secondary school (Mang Yang District Education Office).

FINDINGS

Utilizing Sen’s framework of capabilities for well-being, we organize the

analysis of the discourse and social practices using these terms. Within the

capabilities framework, we analyze how different groups in society construct

and value ethnic traditions and gender relations. We extend Sen’s

framework, and the list of capabilities that Walker (2007) and others have

developed for education, by suggesting that these girls and their families also

construct a discourse and try to negotiate capabilities related to a lack of

cultural choice, particularly that of a mismatch in the language of teaching

and learning and culturally appropriate and relevant content. Although
Walker’s capability list includes the broad concept of respect and

recognition of one’s race, religion, or ethnicity, our analysis proposes more
specific capabilities for the freedom to choose well-being within one’s ethnic

identity and traditions. These cultural capabilities are particularly relevant

in societies where non-majority ethnicities have not been valued or

respected.

PHYSICAL CAPABILITIES

Wilen girl’sLthejIQggggtg andpommunity members utilize the discoursrewgf

pqyggy {hey artri‘culate different meanings, values and choices within these
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eth_nic communities One of the meanings of poverty across all four groups

rwas a lack of physical capabilities, which includes hunger, pqor health and
po_or family welfare. The discourses and social practices of hunger and poor

family welfare are manifested differently In these four ethnic communities.

For Hmong girls, hunger was not having enough rice, or other food, to eat.

Most Hmong families have plots of land where they grow primarily maize,

and if possible, rice. Some may also have water buffalo and chickens. A lack

of sufficient rice and other food is further complicated by the need for

children to board at the lower secondary school because their homes and
villages were often 15—25 km away from the school. As boarders, they must
bring rice or money to pay for food, neither of which the poorest families

have Families’ and g1r_ls’ discourse s_ggests their 1nab111ty to ,attf'flq

boarding schools because they do not have sufficient ricé to eat A lack of

rice is a symbol of poverty for these families in Vietnam, and in the

mountainous region where these Hmong families live, it is a difficult and
expensive crop to grow.

Household decision-making within the Hmong family, based in gendered

relations and in consideration of long-term prospects for their children, first

allocates food to the boys, leaving the girls with either little food or only

maize, which has a different nutritional value and is regarded as lesser

valued in comparison to rice. A father of a Hmong girl exemplifies these

conditions, “If the girls stay home or study close by the house, they can eat

men men (a finely ground maize dish) with the parents. But if they go to

school, they need to bring rice. But we do not have rice, and neither do we
have money ” The lack of rice and the value given it by s_ociety and schools,

create:31“dlscourse Of poverty among these families, which is enacted in

practices that qxclude girls from school.

movernmentpolwlscourse an_d_ _the dlscoursegmeg Kinh majority

pewmmcflmong practice traditional and “backward.” agricultural

practicesflgUNHCR, 2002), often slash and burn techniques, and that this

form of agriculture is a cause of hunger and poverty. This discourse suggests

that the Hmong do not grow rice because of these backward farming

practices, and, in turn, they do not contribute to the well—being of their

families or the development of society. In contrast Hmong families and girls

suggest that traditional forms of farming mean they farm 1n 3. manne_r they

know and through which they are able LQ Survive. Hmong farmers ask for

additional knowledge and support to farm better, and they expect that their

children would learn better agricultural techniques 1n school. As one Hmong
father said, “I want my daughter to learn how to raise cows, goats and pigs” —

animals that are not currently being raised in villages, but might be sold in
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the market. In addition, they recognize the need to access markets, and the

need for equipment and technical skills. Thus, Hmong families value

instrumental goods (e.g., equipment and markets) for economic develop-

ment; however, beyond instrumental needs, they lack choice in different

opportunities for a healthy life. Their choices have been limited by a

discourse that regards their way of life as backward with practices that try to

change their culture, rather than giving them choices. They are also limited

by institutional practices (e.g., [those of schools) that value rice as a

necessary food, and by the physical environment and social development

that limits choices for food and productivity.

In contrast t9 the Hmong girls, Ba—Na and Gia-Rai girls experience

hunger that IS often chronic and severe, due to a lack of availability of any
food Ba-Na and Gia-Rai girls said they often had no food before going to

school, although they might have something later In the day. Access to food

and cultivating crops is different for these ethnic groups than for the

Hmong, in part due to the diverse geographical regions in which they live.

The Ba-Na in Gia Lai Province, the Central Highlands region, live in remote

areas close to forests and mountains, and are cut off from the province’s

mainstream economic activities and the pervasively cultivated industrial

crops such as coffee, black pepper, and cashew nuts. This means these

ethnic families have little land to grow food and do not have the economic

resources or availability of markets to buy food. As one Ba-Na girl

explained, “I had nothing to eat in the morning. At noon there is lunch,

but not enough. We eat cassava leaves for vegetables, and for dinner, we
eat rice mixed with cassava.” Many Gia-Rai families obtain their food

from forest plants. Gia-Rai girls said they were often hungry, and their

families did not have enough food on a daily basis. A Gia-Rai girl explained,

“We eat mi leaves (a food from the forest) we have no money to buy
meat or fish. We eat no breakfast, only lunch and dinner.” A lack of food

fqr _these girls and families is caused, in part, by a lack of land on which to

grow food.

The lack of cultivable land between Ba—Na and Gia-Rai families reflects a

contested situation in the Central Highlands. Land ownership recently

became an option for many of these families; however, other ethnic groups’

in-migration to this region has caused considerable conflict over rights to

land (UNDP, 2002). Until recently, the land rights law acknowledged men
as head of household and the rightful owners of land, and women in these

matrilineal societies were disadvantaged. As a result of immigration and

lack of female registration for ownership, many families from these ethnic

groups have moved further away from cultivable land to live in the forest
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(UNHCR, 2002) In addition to not having an equal opportunity to own or

farm land, many Ba-Na and Gia-Rai families lack the knowledge and skills

to take advantage of thé new land ownership law, what Sen (1999) calls a

deprivation of information to make decisions and the freedom to have
choices. Nearly 80% of land use certificates in rural areas are still registered

tomtlie male head of household (ADB, 2002, p. 14), suggesting that Ba-Na
and Gia-Rai female heads of household are not equally registering for land

ownership Government discourse reflected in land and anti-poverty policies

suggests that these ethnic groups are choosing‘ traditional” farming

(foraging) practices even though the policy allows for them to farm in

more productive ways The discourse of‘ ‘traditional” farming 1s then used

to suggest ethnic groups’fifactices inhibit “progress” and are perpetuating

hunger and poverty. The discourse masks a deeper analysis of the

underlyihg causes of why harvesting of forest products continues among
these ethnic groups. The tenuous political situation in this region prevents

many Ba-Na or Gia-Rai families from outwardly challenging the govern-

ment discourse, though families did suggest that they were being pushed

from their land.

Khmer families are affected by hunger because there is a lack of arable

farming lan_d 1n the overpopulated region of the Mekong Delta, and thus

they ténd to work on other landowners’ farms, or they work in the city.

A Khmer girl from Nhi Truong commune Tra Vinh Province, said she and
her siblings did not have enough food at home, and were dependent on their

parents, who worked far away in Long Khanh. “The family does no: have

enough food. Sometimes I do not eat for two to three days,” she said.

Khmer families in these communities are dependent on theharvestof‘crops

from other landowners, at which time they can bring food to their families,

6r on having a family member work so that they can buy the needed food.

Khmer families, similar to the Ba-Na and Gia-Rai families, lack the

capability to grow food, although the reasons for not owning land are

different in these two regions. In contrast, the Hmong families have land

and can grow food, but the amount is not sufficient, neither is it the kind of

food (i.e., rice) required to board at school. Further, they do not have access

to markets, similar to the Ba-Na and Gia-Rai, to sell their crops or buy
other foods I_n all of these cases, the national policy discourse regards

farm1ngpract1¢cs assoc1ated with non-majority ethnic groups as traditional

andfibackwarji, yet these families and communities are affected by poor
economic; dfiyclnpment (local economy and markets, infrastructure 9f roads,

etc.), a lack of technlcal knowledge about more productive farming

practlces and adverse policy effects, such as land ownership rights. Hmong
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farmers discuss the need for development of roads and markets, as well as

the need for further skill development. Khmer families suggest the need for

land and local enterprises where they could work. Pro—poor policies are

aimed at addressing these needs; however, Baulch et a1. (2004) conclude that

the program to improve the economic development of the poorest

communities has not been successful in targeting these communes. Rather,

the wealthiest communes in poor districts have received the most assistance;

thfis leading to divergent development.

Improved access to arable land, to productive farming skills, or to

markets may provide some of the instrumental goods (Sen, 1992, 1999) to

alleviate poverty; but the provision of these instrumental goods, while

necessary, will not be sufficient to alleviate poverty. Sen argues that it is not

the income or the products generated by having access to markets or skills,

rather it is the importance of the freedom to exchange, to seek better lives

through transactions (p. 112). By not having the freedom or the capability to

choose land ownership or crops to grow, these families, and their girls, are

forced into hunger Creating conditions that allow these families chqxce i_n

hp)?! to effectively utilize these goods (land, food, markets) for real

opportumtles would provide gre_a_ter capabilities to improve their well--being

(Sen, 1992, 1999)

Hunger is closely related to another physical capability — poor health,

particularly for the Gia-Rai families and girls. The discourse‘QfGia-Rai
girls and their mothers is that they are often too sick to, attend SQhQQLor _t_Q

r_em_a_in in school. Illnesses include stomachaches, gastric pains, headaches,

and flu One reason so many Gia-Rai women and girls have poor health

may be connected to heavy workloads and nutritional deficiencies caused by
the main vegetable in the Gia-Rai diet. Women and girls reported they eat la

mi, 3 type of leaf that contains toxins that can cause gastric pains. Gia-Rai

mothers appeared to be thin and pale, regardless of age. Few Gia-Rai

families have money for medicine and treatment of any illness.

The government discourse, reflected in anti--poverty policies £1151
initiatives, is that health care is ayailable 1n each community and”add1t10nal

financial support is given to poor families through Eh: pIQViSiQIl ofM
care card that prov1des fee reductions. However, social practices of Gia-Rai V

families who migrate often to find work, inhibit them from accessing health

care Tmrnment prohibits xegistratiqn in another distr_i_ct when families

migrate thus inhibiting many Gia-Rai and 501m: KhmgLfigmllles erm
having a health card and access to healthwga‘r‘e (World Bank, n.d.). In

addition; many poor families are not using health care services considerably
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more even if they have a health care card, in part because the fee reduction is

negligible (World Bank, 11. d. ).

The lack of family well--being, not only the hunger or health O_f 1nd1v1duals

but the oveflT—well--being of the family unit, further compounds their lack of

capaFTfies afid has differential impacts on the girl child A Gia- Rai girl
'

reflEcfiféH’ the tension between family well--being and school: “My dad asked

me to go to school, but I didn’ t want to because there 18 no one to work m the

house, as my mother died early.” The social practice of girls staying home
rather_1,2111 be8_ to care for ill family members or to support the family well-

being reflects gendered relations. As one Hmong mother suggested, girls are

bettermable to care and assist at home. A Gia-Rai father described how illness

affects his family and particularly the girls. “Many families are in the same
situation,” he stated. “I have four children attending school. It is very

difficult to afford clothes and school fees and a mother who is always

sick, and it is very difficult to work. Many girls have sick family members, ”

he continued. “They are needed to help out at home.” This social expectatlon

that girls prgvidg care to family members supports the physical well-being of

families and to some extent girls themselves, while also perpetuating gender

mequalltles that deprlve girls of freedom to choose long--term well--being.

Some girls try to renegotiate the demands for family well--being and their

possibilities to choose well--being. For example, Ba—Na girls were seen

regularly taking a younger sibling to school, which allowed for the sibling to

be cared for and the girl to attend school. There are negative consequences of

this care, which we discuss below with regard to girls’ work; however,

alternatives for supporting individual and family well-being are sometimes

sought. Care for family well-being is related to the need for household and
farm labor, and paid employment, discussed in the next section

Addressing physical deprivation such as humggr poor health and wel_1-

bemgflwnh ins_truniental approaches to poverty, such as income generation,

food programs, or stipends may address some short-term needs, but they

may not adequately address underlying causes that proh1bi_t_ freedom t6

choose well--being. For these four different ethnic communities, overt and
covert discrimination Is one factor that deprives these ethnic groups of the

freedom to choose physical capabilities for their well-being. Even laws that

grant land rights or health care, when examined in relation to gender and
ethnicity, still reveal discrimination in the social practices. The public

discourse, in the poverty reduction plans and socio-economic development
programs for ethnic minorities, aims to create equality; however, ineffective

implementation and practices elude the possibilities of that equality.
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ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL CAPABILITIES

Families’ instrumental poverty, in terms of household income and

consumption, and the physical deprivations discussed earlier, lead to a

need for household, farm, and paid labor. Studies on child labor in Vietnam

have found that the working hours of primary pupils frqm the poorest

quintile are double those of pupils from the richest one. Further, the

workirig hours of female pupils are 20—50% longer than those of males from

all quintiles and this rate is 100% more for female Hmong children (ADB,

2002). Although Chant (2007) suggests that Sens framework does not

adequately account for work and time use, differences in girls and boys

work and time use can result in limiting the current and future economic and

social capabilities of young girls. Sen suggests that social opportunities and

social roles affect women’s capabilities differently than men’s, and here we

discuss work and related factors that affect the social opportunities and

roles of young women.
Work among children, particularly those at the secondary--sch_QQ_1 age has

been categorized as having two possible effects. Qnmxoung peogle’ s

capabilities: work that is productive and liberating, and work that is

harmful and deprives young people of current and future capabllltlgs

(Population Council, 2000). Liberating work can be an important part of an

adolescent’s maturation, as they apply skills learned in school and

elsewhere, and as they develop autonomy and a sense of self-worth. Work
that deprives young people of capabilities tends not to utilize new skills,

does not promote autonomy and self-worth, and may be limiting one’s

current and future capabilities, including schooling, a healthy life, and

future employment. Most of the work performed by girls in these ethnic

groups limited their social capabilities. However, some girls, and their

parents, valued and articulated a need for liberating work that could utilize

skills and enhance their self-worth, as well as the worth and capacity of their

families. The need for labor to support economic and social capabilities of

the children themselves and their families existed in all four ethnic groups.

Girls and their families construct current work obligations as limiting their ,

capabilities, through depriving them of schooling, while also providing for

family economic and social well-being. The kind of work, extent, and the

ways families’ and girls’ viewed work as depriving them of capabilities

varied among the ethnic groups.

Ba-Na parents are often away from the home working in fields or at wage

labor jobs, and girls are expected to combine domestic chores such as

fetching water and caring for younger siblings while attending schpol
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Gendered relations in this matrilineal ethnic group give .girlsvand womegviull
responsibility as heads of household, thus requiring girls to perform the

majority of work. This kind of work 1s generally not regarded by girls or

other community members as promoting capabilities for well--being among
girls themselves albeit it supported the well--being of families and
communities. Some of the work Ba-Na girls do supports the ethnic

traditions of the community. Girls are expected from the age of eight to

prepare for cultural ceremonies, such as weddings or funerals, which may
require a week or two of work, keeping them out of school. However,
Ba-Na girls create social practices that enable them to attend to their work
duties while also allowing them to attend school. As stated earlier, girls

often carry younger siblings to school with them, caring for them while they

study. Although this practice perpetuates the imbalance in girls’ responsi-

bilities for childcare or family welfare, it is also a negotiation for girls to find
ways to continue their schooling.

Few opportunities existed for Ba-Na girls to obtain paid work in their

communities. An analysis of the Doi Moi economic reforms suggest that

women in rural areas fare more poorly than men since the reform affects

access to. the labor market (Desai, 2001). Parents and community members’

discourse reflect the lack of economic and social opportunities. When few

jobs exist in the labor market for women, girls and their families do not

effiréss much hope for these opportunities, Teachers and community leaders

recounted examples of girls who stayed in school but who did not gain

immediate rewards after school by acquiring a job. “An ethnic minority

student who completed ninth grade could not find any job in the commune
with her certification. She got discouraged, and then dropped out of school.

To be farmers, they already know what they need to know by the fifth or

ninth grade. Even with education, eventually the children would end up
working in the field.’ Another teacher noted that the lack of success for girls

to find work 1n the labor market discouraged others from continuing their

educatlon “Some older students completed twelfth grade and took the

exam to continue to pre-university, yet at the end, they still returned to work
in the field,” the teacher recalled. “The younger students said it is good to

get more education, but after seeing the older students return to work in the

mgnberuugggt that a lack of economlc and social opportunltles is

multwlleq fiber} famlhes are lower ‘status” A village head stated, “After

graduation, they can only get a job if the family has money, status, or

connections. But poor families like us probably only can stay home, so we
can only send the children to school up to fifth grade to be literate.”



166 JOAN DEJAEGHERE AND SHIRLEY J. MISKE

Although, the policy discourse promotes additional education (universal

secondary education) as a means for economic and social development

families and communities, along with data on the labor market,lsuggest that

ofifibrtunities for these students. While some discourse 1n the international

development literature and among educators suggests that girls and their

parents in these communities may not have educational aspirations, it

appears that it is not one of lower aspirations. Most girls and parentsflgljd

aspire to work and to be educated Rfifihfirz their assessment is one Of the

realities of the conditions and the hope they have for converting those

agpjgations of education and work into better well-being. Walker (2007),

citing Hage (2001) states, “Hope
. . . is about the sense of possibility that life

can offer. Its enemy is a sense of entrapment not a sense of poverty” (p. 3).

For the Khmer, instrumental poverty requires girls and boys to perform

wage labor with their families, causing a lack of other educational and social

choices and opportunities for well-being. The Khmer have relatively greater

access to the formal economy and wage labor opportunities due to their

geographic location. In the Mekong Delta where the Khmer live, a large

industrial region has developed, requiring wage laborers to work in export

industries. As one Khmer girl stated, “My family is so poor I have to work
with my parents. My eldest sister already works in the city.” When a fifth

grade Khmer girl in Truong Tho commune was asked if she would continue

to sixth grade, she replied, “My parents said that after fifth grade, they will

send me to the city to look after other people’s houses.” Her older sister was

also working in the city. Initially, families and girls are drawn to the

prospects of immediate incofiiéigthey also report coming home when they

can no longer find work. This type of work can perpetuate long- term

capability deprlvatlon Migration to cities for work may reduce extreme

poverty, but these families are also found to be highly vulnerable to

returning to poverty (Vietnamese Academy of Social Sciences, 2006). The
social practice of migration to improve one’s economic opportunities also

has cross impacts on families’ and children’s social opportunities. The
government’s prohibition against issuing identity cards when these families

move temporarily further reduces their opportunities to attend school.

Many Khmer children reported not being able to complete a grade as they

needed to provide identification to take final exams. The policies of

residency identification disproportionately affect the poorest families who
are mobile in seeking work For some Khmer families and children, their

practices of migrating suggest that working in the city p_rovides opportu-

nities for economic well--being, even while it does not provxde other
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capabilitigs fog wgl_l- being, such as education and health. Economic and
social opportunities for well-being do not sufficiently exist in their

V

communities.

Hmong girls tend to work twice the amount of boys (ADB, 2002): caring

for siblings, doing household chores, collecting wood and water, and caring

for buffalo. This kind of work is necessary for family and community
survival, it does not provide, however, sufficient opportunities for learning

or using new skills or developing one’s self-worth. Que of the dominant
discourses that exist among qung parents and the community that

perpetuate gir_ls household a rm work is a lack of opportunities for

Hmong women to work _m pa fl bor_ 1n these communities This discourse

relates to the economic and social opportunities that do not exist for

many Hmong families, and particularly women, similar to the Ba-Na and
Gia-Rai. Unlike the Khmer in the Mekong Delta, Hmong young people,

and particularly girls, tend not to migrate to the city, as large cities and
industrial areas are much further away. Additionally, Hmong families ar_e_

concerned aboul maintaining the autonomy and identity of Hmong people

and, thus, they do not encourage social assimilation into the majority

Vletnamese society Not only are Hmong people somewhat isolationist

given a long history of forced migration (Chan,1994),thel a_lsp encounter

discriminanon bx mainstream Vietnamese society and, as such, they are not

onen able to integrate without assimilation. For example, very few Hmong
people have made it through the education system to become educators. In

the district in which this research took place, there was one young Hmong
man who had recently become a teacher. Hmong girls have even an even

smaller chance than boys of obtaining work in the paid labor market.

One area for developing and using new skills and in turn, creating

economic and social opportunities, is the production of Hmong cultural

goods for sale in nearby towns. For some parents and girls, weaving and
sewing Hmong goods is a valuable form of labor; it earns money for the

family and continues a cultural tradition within the community. As
community members recounted, “If Hmong girls stay home, they can earn

income by making textile bags for their fathers to sell for income.” Some
young girls and fathers recounted the story of a few women in the

community who now create Hmong cultural crafts and have earned an
income as well as new social networks and opportunities in the community.
This type of work represents possible economic and social opportunities for

Hmong girls; it also suggests that Hmong girls’ freedom to choose economic
and social opportunities remain limited Parents and community members
value opportunities that support ethnic cultural practices and economic



168 JOAN DEJAEGHERE AND SHIRLEY J. MISKE

development of the community over work that supports the economic

development of the country, which might represent assimilation or a loss of

identity for Hmong people. In contrast, when girls were asked what kind of

work they wanted to do in their future, most said they aspire to be teachers

or doctors. Some parents also saw this as valuable work, as these were the

two main paid work opportunities in the communities. These two kinds of

jobs may be regarded as valuable within these ethnic groups because girls

remain in the communities, and they support the education and health of the

ethnic communities.

A second discourse among many Hmong parents and communities

members IS that girls work _1_s valued when they are young because they can

contribute to their family; once they are married, they become part of _the

husband’ 5 family and they no longer contribute economically or socially to

their own family. This discourse has developed through gendered relations —

including patriarchal norms — within the Hmong community, and through

practical economic and social needs within the community. The practice of

early marriage is often regarded in the girls’ education and gender literature

as a negative cultural practice, and in Vietnam, it is associated with

“backwardness” among ethnic groups, particularly the Hmong and the

Ba-Na. In this analysis, we illustrate how early marriage is also a social

practice, in part related to economic deprivation and the need to work. As a

soCial practice, it limits girls’ social opportunities, whereas some community
members and parents also regard it as enhancing family and community
welfare and short-term economic opportunities.

For many of the Hmong girls in this study, marriage occurred at a young
age (before 18), although the Vietnamese marriage law requires consent

before the age of 18. A Hmong girl joins her husband’s family after

marriage, and thus the value of her work from adolescence onward

primarily benefits the husband’s family. Since this means that the costs 9f

educatin‘aingpggngl girl will not result in economic returns for her_ birth

strategy for their imlmediate well--being or future livelihood. In addition to

an economic rationale, this social practice is embedded 1n historical patterns

and beliefs about gender relations between girls and boys, and thus

represents not only parents’ attitudes, but also community traditions and

institutions. As expressed in one community, some Hmong people believe

“girls are daughters of other people, only boys should be allowed to go to

school. Girls do not need to study much. Since they are others’ daughters,

why should [we] invest much in them? Girls will get married and, after that,

will work and stay in the husbands’ families.” Given the lack of alternative
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economic and social opportunities for girls in these communities, their

household labor is not seen as valuable as a boy’s potential labor
'

opportunities. Both the value of girls’ work, which diminishes over time —

particularly after marriage when it benefits the husband’s family only,{_an,d

the value of money, gifts or food gained through having a daughter married

lead many families to limit girls’ educational opportunities as they seek

value in more immediate economic opportunities. As a Hmong girl who had
dropped out of school confided, “I did not want to marry, but my family is

too poor and accepted their [the boy’s family] gifts.” The village head
explained that the boy’s family had arranged for an early marriage mainly
“to have more labor.” Most girls did not want to marry early and they

wanted to continue in school. They resisted and yet they recognized it as a

negotiation between the economic and social well-being of their families,

and their own well-being.

Practices of early marriage are often regarded as a result of patriarchal

norms and gendered roles. However, in matrilineal ethnic groups, such as

the Gia-Rai and Ba-Na, the traditions of early marriage and labor of girls

are not substantively different from the patrilineal family structures and
practices of the Hmong. Women, as heads of household, stay home to work
and care for the family. Ba-Na and Gia-Rai girls also tended to marry early;

the main difference being that girls chose their husbands. Community and
cultural norms still expected them to marry in early adolescence. Once
married, they took full responsibility for family well-being and household
labor. While girls potentially have more choice of whom they marry in these

communities, they still lack choice in their social and economic opportu-

nities in the community. Chant (2007) refers to this as the “feminization of

responsibility and/or obligation” rather than the feminization of poverty.

Despite potentially more choices, whether in public spaces, such as the labor

market, or in private spaces of the home, such as choosing one’s spouse,

women have greater responsibilities and‘ obligations that affect the

conditions for well-being.

Fgwflqkfiliccs. exist in these ethnic communities, and even fewer choices

exist ‘for_ girls’ economic and social well-being. Girls are limited in their

social well-being through demands for work that are often harmful, and not

liberating. Opportunities for knowledge, skills, and liberating work for girls,

as well as boys, CQuld imprQVC, their economic and social well-being. For the

Khmer, opportunities for meaningful and liberating work in their

communities for their families may decrease the social deprivations

experienced by children as they migrate. Changing the law on residency

cards would also affect their choices. For the Hmong, choices for
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meaningful work that supports the cultural identity and traditions of their

community are important. For the Ba-Na and the Gai-rai, opportunities for

meaningful work in their communities are also important. Other factors of

discrimination against and mistreatment of these ethnic groups in the

workforce, while not fully explored in this study, need to be further

examined with regard to the limitation of their capabilities. Simply
providing a secondary education may not give these non-majority ethnic

girls more freedom to choose their social and economic capabilities. They
have aspirations for education and work; they also aspire to contribute to

their community. However when the valued knowledge, skills, and kinds of

liberating employment are limited, or when discrimination is present, girls’

choices are also limited. The lack of choices tends to reinforce gend¢r¢d

relations and ethnic traditions of work and social opportunities. Economic
and social capabilities are also related to the relevance of what these young
girls learn in school, which is addressed in the next section.

CULTURAL CAPABILITIES

Girls’ lack of opportunities for equality and well-being are also reflected in

schools’ use of dominant discourses and practice in the curriculum and
learning environment. Unterhalter (2007a, 2007b) and Walker (2006),

following Sen’s framework, suggest that education is itself a necessary

capability for equality. They also note that not all education promotes

other capabilities, such as the conversion of learned skills into economic
or social capabilities. Discourses about and practices of schooling affect

girls’ capabilities differently from boys, and non-majority ethnic groups

differently from the majority Kinh. We extend this analysis of capabilities

in and through education to suggest that for non-majority ethnic groups, a

lack of culturally relevant education is a particular limitation to these girls’

capabilities. The culturally relevant educational issues raised by members of

these ethnic groups include language of instruction, curriculum content and

pedagogy, and caring and culturally respectful relationships in schools.

Girls, their parents, and some educators, particularly for Hmong, Ba-Na
and Gai—rai ethnic communities, articulated the belief that the girls were not

able to understand and were not learning in Vietnamese language. Mothers
and fathers of Hmong, Gia-Rai and Ba-Na children remarked that it was
very difficult for their children to listen to the lesson in Vietnamese: “they do
not understand very much.” Girls said, “I like school, but I do not

understand, and I cannot read the lesson,” and “if I study without
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understanding, then I do not want to go to school.” In school observations

in the Hmong communities, students were seen struggling with pronuncia-
‘

tion and comprehension of concepts, with little assistance from teachers on
learning the language that was not their mother tongue. The community
discourse suggested that the Vietnamese language was not taught well

enough for them to learn, and that they were not learning other subjects well

in Vietnamese.

Girls difficulty with the language 1n part may be that they lack exposure

to Vietnamese language Qutside the school, whereas boys generally have
more public interaction and opportunities to see and hear the language; they

are also encouraged to learn and use Vietnamese so they can continue in

school and participate in the labor market. In interviews with out-of-school

Ba-Na and Hmong girls, a local interpreter was used because the girls could

not understand or speak Vietnamese. A majority of boys could commu-
nicate in Vietnamese and very few boys needed interpreters.

A rationale for the need to speak Vietnamese that parents and community
members discussed was access t_o and participation in the labor market.

National policies and documents that address poverty reduction In Vietnam
alsoremphasize the importance of ethnic minorities to speak Vietnamese in

order to participate in the labor market (Centre for International

Economics, 2002). This discourse and the 13.er practices privilege the

language is regarded as a tradition to preserve and use within the

communities, in part to sell their traditions to a new tourist market, but it

appears not to be regarded as an ethnic tradition that can be incorporated

into the larger economic and social values of the society.

In contrast to learning Vietnamese, girls’ and their parents’ discourse and
social practices illustrated the importance for learning and speaking their

mother tongue, while also learning Vietnamese language. Community
mémbers believed strongly that teachers need to teach in the mother tongue

and Vietnamese. However, in the Hmong communities, no teachers were

observed using the Hmong language in the classroom. In the Gia-Rai and
Ba-Na communities, a few native speakers used the mother tongue

infrequently in the schools. Parents and community members valuedyhaving

tcachers from/their own ethpic group, even though this rarely happened.

They also emphasized that girls should learn certain ethnic traditions, such

as weaving or dance, so they could carry on aspects of the ethnic group’s

identity. While learning these traditions is important for ethnic identity

preservation, it also limited their exposure to and use of Vietnamese

language. Given the perceived future roles and aspirations for Hmong,
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Ba-Na and Gia-Rai girls, the value of learning and speaking Vietnamese
language is not high. This is especially true when it is contrasted with the

need for girls to speak the mother tongue so that they can carry on and
preserve the culture when other mechanisms, such as written materials, are

not available. Unterhalter (2007b) points out that sometlmes
3...- 93mmunity

may value something that could limit capabilities but that the more valued

states are those that expand capabilities. Sen’ 3 approach emphasizes

however, the importance of a debate and identification among communities
of what they value, and a dialog between communities_ _a_r_1_d the larger

society. In this case, tension exists among the value of capabllmes to

maintain cultural iderntity‘and. the value of economicrand social qapabflgms
in the larger society. In essence, these girls’ choices are limited because

speaking their native language is not valued in the social and economic
spheres outside their community.

The discourse in the education sector is that non-Kinh ethnic groups do
not have sufficient capacity in the Vietnamese language. This is reflected in

policy debates that focus on improving the teaching of Vietnamese at earlier

ages. Many educators emphasized the need to have pre-school Vietnamese

teaching so that the children can learn better once they start primary school.

In contrast, the discourse in policies and among educators about bilingual

education, or mother tongue instruction, most often represents a transition

approach, where the language is used for 2—3 years to transition students to

speaking and learning fully in Vietnamese.

The discourses about the language of instruction reflect a perspective

about ethnicity and ethnic traditions in Vietnamese society. The Vietnamese
constitution and education law provide ethnic minority children the right to

learn in their own language in primary school, as well as to have instruction

in their second language, Vietnamese. However, both in policy and practice,

a model of bilingual education, in which the mother tongue and Vietnamese

are languages of instruction, is not being implemented (Chantrill, Lendon,
Sit, & Thanh, 2002; Kosonen, 2004), although such a model currently is

being piloted with UNICEF support. Rather, teachers primarily instruct in

Vietnamese and a percentage of instruction time officially is set aside for

instruction in the mother tongue. Research has found, however, that

students who do not learn their mother tongue proficiently have greater

difficulty learning another language well (Dutcher, 2004). Further, interna-

tional development research has shown consistently that girls are more
disadvantaged than boys in learning a language other than their mother
tongue, often because of a lack of social interactions and access to materials

(Kane, 2004).
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Although the policy discourse acknowledges ethnic identity and tradi-

tions, in practice the preservation and development of ethnic identity occurs

’primarily through songs and dance. The practices in schools do not support

the preservation and development of ethnic identity through effective

language instruction and culturally appropriate content. Further, the

discourse that supports non-majority ethnic languages is not supported

materially through ethnic group teachers who speak the local languages, and
materials in local languages. The lack of language capability (of teachers

and materials) is exacerbated by the poor economic situation in which these

schools reside. Furthermore, in economically disadvantaged communities,

children have little access to written material in either Vietnamese or local

languages outside of school (UNDP, 2002).

In addition to the language of instruction, the content of education is

perceived by community members, parents and children as not reflecting the

economic, cultural and gendcr needs of these communities. Therefore, many
parehts, community members, and some girls and boys believe that

education beyond basic literacy and numeracy has little value for their

immediate and future social and economic capabilities

Parents and children repeatedly suggested that curricula that includes

skills and knowledge about agriculture, animal husbandry (in the case of the

Hmong, Ba-Na and Gia-Rai), and marine life (Khmer) would be relevant

f(_)_r__tjlq opportunities in their communities. They noted that these skills are

important for girls, since girls are also needed to help with farming. For the

Hmong and Ba-Na, parents were concerned that their children learn

cultural history and traditions. Some of these values reflected traditional

gendered needs and roles for girls. Learning skills that provided practical

knowledge and experience in cultural traditions, such as weaving or

dressmaking, was considered important for creating and selling products,

and also for cultural preservation and transmission

One of the challenges for the poorest families In these communities is to

see beyond the immediate survival needs of the family and the kind of

knowledge and skills that are important now, in contrast to the near futurg,

if economic conditions, gender roles, and opportunities for ethnic

communities would change. For example, if economic development 1n the

local communities allowed for more employment opportunities for girls,

what skills would these communities think the girls should have? One
capabllltL_pr1vatlon is the lack of information to make different decisions,

and the freedom of. pqssible opportunities and choices (Sen, 1992,1999).

Many girls hope, and their parents echoed this, to continue in school and to

become a nurse or teacher. These statements reflect a realistic desire for
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these ethnic children and families: these are the two professions in which
women are employed in every community. However, the knowlgggqfiand
skills that most girls currently learn, or were not learning, 1n schggl did not

prepare them adequately to continue their education for these profess10ns

Finally, relations between teachers and students and amongwstudentg
included discourses and practices of harassment and discriminatiqutgyyard
students from non-majority ethnic groups Students often felt they were
treated in a prejudicial manner. Teachers’ prejudicial comments and
behaviors negatively characterize their students’ economic and social

deprivation, and their ethnic heritage. These experiences were also echoed
in a recent report conducted on youth (Vietnam Youth Association,

Vietnam Women’s Union, & UNICEF and World Bank, 2006). Girls,

particularly at the age of adolescence, were sensitive to statements made by
teachers regarding their lack of clean clothes or school supplies; they

perceived this to be not only a symbol of poverty, but also of their ethnicity.

Hmong and Gia-Rai girls felt excluded and were disciplined for their

difficulty in speaking the Vietnamese language. Teachers’ practices included

scolding girls more often than boys for girls’ lack of language ability. One
out-of-school girl observed, “Sometimes the teacher asked loudly, ‘Why
don’t you write?’ [I] went outside and cried. I thought I would stop going to

school so the teacher would not scold me anymore.” Community members
expressed concern about teachers’ beliefs that Gia-Rai girls were poor
learners. Teachers’ discourse about the girls is captured in this teacher’s

remark: “They are slow learners and learn so badly that it would be better if

they would stay home and get married.” Most teachers do not appear to be

knowledgeable about or sensitive to the cultural challenges of learning in

another language or to the conditions in which girls’ live that affect their

learning.

Nearly all Ba-Na girls interviewed stated they that had been punished and
scolded repeatedly, and they dropped out of school as a result of this

punishment. In one of the Ba-Na communities, educators and some
community leaders perpetuated the social practice of punishment, stating

that girls often behaved badly. Girls, however, and also their families to

some extent, felt it was a discriminatory gender and ethnic practice. Only
one teacher in these communes was Ba-Na, and community members
expressed concern that the other teachers did not know about or understand

the challenges girls faced, including learning in Vietnamese language.

Social and gendered relations among boys and girls in the schools are also

a concern to particularly Hmong and Ba-Na girls and their parents. In

boarding communities, such as for the Hmong and Ba-Na, parents are
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worried for the safety of their girls, particularly as they approach

adolescence and the possibilities of pregnancy and marriage increase.

Boarding facilities in these schools are not only in poor condition, but girls

often are not given privacy or separate facilities (see also Chantrill et al.,

2002). Parents and girls report occasional sexual behavior, creating a belief

among the community that boarding schools are inappropriate for girls.

Hmong mothers are very concerned that “in the boarding school, boys and
girls sleep in the same room.” The lack of separate bedrooms causes

mothers to worry about the safety and possible sexual abuse of their

daughters. One Hmong mother stated, “I only want to let my sons go to

school. If girls go to school and get pregnant, I’d be very ashamed.” These
girls’ choices and opportunities to go to school are limited by social relations

in the schools, and these relations perpetuate the social practice of marriage

to avoid shame from a girl’s pregnancy.

Walker (2007) suggests two capabilities for education that relate to the

discourse and practices of these social relations: bodily integrity and health,

and emotional integrity and emotions, which include not being subjected to

harassment, fear and punishment by peers or teachers, and being able to

make one’s own choices about sexual relationships. A lack of bodily

integrity, in these communities, includes forms of ethnic discrimination,

which are prejudicial discourses and social practices deeply rooted in schools

in Vietnam. In addition, the lack of choices about sexual relations, affected
‘

both by boys’ behaviors and parents’ practices, illustrates how bodily and'

emotional integrity are more than individual capabilities for well-being; ‘

there should also be capabilities for well-being among these communities, as

individuals’ bodily integrity reflects on parents’ and communities’ integrity. -

APPROACHES FOR ENHANCING CAPABILITIES
FOR GENDER AND ETHNIC EQUALITY

The literature is not devoid of strategies and approaches for improving

gender equity and equality in and through education (see Chapman &
Miske, 2007; Herz & Sperling, 2004; Kane, 1995; USAID, 2007; UNICEF,
2008), and emerging attention to secondary education focuses on particular

strategies for adolescent girls (see DeJaeghere, 2004; UNICEF, 2008;

Rihani, 2006). Two assumptions, however, permeate this literature: the first

is that additional secondary education is a key tool for poverty alleviation.

While research has found higher economic returns from and growth related

to secondary education (see Tikal, 2007), it is also important to consider the
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other direction of this relationship: how poverty, as lack of choice for

physical, social, economic, and cultural capabilities, affects the most

disadvantaged girls from non-majority ethnic communities from participat-

ing in and gaining capabilities through education. The discourse and

practices of the ethnic groups in this study suggests that the capabilities

gained through education, such as labor market opportunities, choice for

well-being in_life, and greater information and agency, while important, may
not reflect the reality of the difficulties to convert education as ‘a capability

into other capabilitigs. The lack of physical, social, and economic

capabilities limited choices for well-being, and particularly the capability

to be educated, whereas the lack of cultural capabilities was a great concern

for well-being in and through education.

A second assumption of many approaches aimed at impgoying gmdfir
equality is that they fail to consider how ethnic traditions and identity axe

interwoven with gender relations and poverty. Maslak (2005) suggests that

gender and education approaches — and one could extend this to ethnicity

and poverty — need to be situated within the social and economic structures,

relating them to community needs and local factors and to how macro—

factors manifest locally (p. 168). Strategies that aim to improve the

conditions and positions related to women and girls in these communities

also ought to include the conditions and position of the ethnic groups within

the society. When gender roles and relations change in society, men’s roles

and power are affected. Similarly, when equality among ethnic groups is

sought, the Kinh, the majority group in Vietnam, will also be affected by a

change in societal conditions, power, and position.

Research on majority/minority group relations in society suggests that

societies tend to take different approaches to these relations (See Berry,

1984, 2003). One approach is to exclude non-majority ethnic groups,

materially and socially, leading to isolation and marginalization of the

ethnic groups. Another approach is to assimilate the ethnic groups into a

majority cultural identity and norms. A third option is for both majority

and non-majority groups to seek integration, where one’s own ethnic

culture and other cultures are valued. These approaches are not discrete;

they may occur simultaneously in a society, with one of the approaches

describing one ethnic groups’ experience, and a different approach related

to another ethnic group. The present policy discourse and practices in

Vietnam do not suggest an exclusionary approach, as much attention is‘

given to “ethnic minority regions,” “ethnic groups and traditions,” and to

improving the economic and social development of ethnic groups. The
discourse, however, suggests an assimilation approach in which the
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development of ethnic groups is to make them more like the Kinh
majority, and this has been attributed to the “progress” of other ethnic

groups, such as the Thai (Baulch et a1., 2004). Resistance to this approach

is evident among these ethnic communities. At the same time, the discourse

of non-majority ethnic group parents, girls, boys, and community members
generally does not suggest isolation or separation from the majority group

or the societal organizations in Vietnam. Hmong community members
expressed interest and concern in participating in the educational,

economic and social development of the country, but not at the loss of

their own cultural identity. The Ba-Na and Gia—Rai groups reflected a

greater concern for being excluded, being pushed out of their communities.

The government discourse suggests these groups are seeking separation and
aligning themselves with their ethnic group members in Cambodia, which

poses threats to the national identity and security of Vietnam. The Khmer
may be the most integrated of these groups, in part because of proximity to

economic and social opportunities. Khmer children were most fluent in

Vietnamese language, and they tended to work and live in more diverse

communities. However, Khmer community members, although less the

young girls and boys than the older ones, expressed concern over their

freedom to choose well—being in their own communities, particularly their

Buddhist religious practices.

Gender equality, including the freedom to choose to be educated, to

marry or nqt, and to have meaningful work were all emphasized by girls,

and to some extent by their parents and community members. At the same
time, cafflmunity members and particularly fathers, were concerned about

ethnic inequalities that limited girls well--being and freedom to” choose. They
suggested that discrimination in the labor market, and access to land, and
the inability to practice their cultural identity and language were all factors

that limited the well-being not only of girls, but also of families and
communities. While girls, their parents, and pommunity members support

appypaches that would enhance their physical, economic and social

capablhtles such as income-generation activities or skill development, most
communlty members in the four ethnic groups were keenly aware of the

heed for approaches to be culturally relevant and supportive of their ethnic

traditions and identity. Instrumental approaches that aim to raise awareness

about legal age of marriage, advocate for girls’ education, or provide

additional income are not sufficient. As Unterhalter (2007a) suggests,

interventions and institutional building are not sufficient to address the

multidimensionality of social conditions and local needs; rather forms of

negotiation are needed. Expanding Sen’s (1999, 2004) argument that the
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state, civil society, families and international organizations all have

responsibility to develop capabilities, Unterhalter states that laws, policies,

and strategies offer some approaches; however, dialog, critical examination,

and associated actions are equally important. One approach may utilize

community enablement, or “real community participation” (Kane, 2004),

where all community members voices are heard, and issues and solutions are

identified and negotiated. This may allow for both gender and ethnic

relations to be understood and altered. In such an approach, parents,

children, educators, and community members — both female and male and

from majority and non-majority ethnic groups — work together to identify

issues, to understand what each group values, and to negotiate alternative

solutions.

Walker (2006, 2007)? building on Sen’s work, suggests that respgct,

recognition and voice are all necessary for the development,Qffiapabililies.

These capabilities are a process by which to choose and develop well-being

At the same time, the material conditions, or the physical and ecgnomic

deprivations must also be addressed, and doing so through a process that

understands how ethnic groups and_g1rls and boys, women and men value

differently these capabilities. This requires recognition of and respect for

their voices and their freedom to aspire and choose capabilities for their

wgl-l-being For example, a dialog in which the different community
members’ voices are heard about the policies and practices of ethnic

minority language use in school may allow for greater understanding and

negotiation by all stakeholders, and particularly parents and teachers, of its

intent and aims. Negotiation of a language policy may also allow for it to be

effectively adapted to social structures and local needs. Unterhalter (2007a)

illustrates how discussions among Wajir community members in Kenya
allowed for understanding and negotiation of strategies for girls’ education

that ultimately resulted in greater equity for girls that fit local needs and

social-cultural practices and structures.

Dialog and associated actions may also move the discourse and relaxed

social practices amqng government bodies,inte_rna1ional organizations and

community grQups beyond. arsmglafacus ongirls’. cducatiomiQLmthlEZe
equality in broader terms that includes ethnic and gender xclaiipns and a

broader conceptuallzatlon of poverty, as discussed here using Sen 3

approach. This study shows that a particular focus on one dimension, such

as gender or poverty alone, and the dominant discourses and social practices
V

that organizations and governments create around these dimensions is

misguided and does not represent the way that families and children

represent and value differently these interlocking dimensions. This chapter is
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an attempt to enable a dialog and a critical examination of the issues by
bringing together the voices of girls, boys, parents, teachers, community
members, and district and provincial officials from three regions of Vietnam
in order to discuss and critique the conditions affecting girls’ lives, and to

suggest alternative approaches to conceptualizing and implementing

effective change for equality.

NOTES

1. The poverty rate as measured by household surveys in Vietnam is based on
World Bank definitions, and includes both consumption-based food and general

poverty lines. In 2004, the consumption-based food rate was equivalent to VND
159,788 per capita per month. The general poverty line is derived by adding a non-
food component to the food poverty line and was equivalent to VND 173,101 per

capita per month (VASS, 2006, p. 10).

2. Deprivation is used by Sen to refer to an evaluation of social structures,

conditions, and opportunities that exists for any individual or group. Deprivation is

not equated with “deficit” approaches to culture. Rather, Sen’s framework examines
political, economic, and social structures that do not adequately account for human
diversity in its role of achieving or promoting equality.

3. Another critique that goes beyond the focus of this chapter, but is relevant to

mention as a caveat, is Sen’s approach is grounded in freedom of choice and elements
of democracy. Others (e.g., Unterhalter, 2007a, 2007b; Walker & Unterhalter, 2007)
have described Sen’s approach as a rights-based framework, which is a basis for

some of the current work on gender equality in the development today. Many
countries that are not democratic states, including Vietnam, have utilized rights-

based discourse and practices to frame their development work.
4. A few researchers were of non-Kinh ethnicity, and some could speak the

language of the ethnic groups in this study, particularly the Hmong.
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