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Abstract

Little is known about students’ leadership capacity in higher education in developing
countries such as Vietnam. This research explored gender differences in family socioeconomic
status (SES) and university learning experiences in Vietnamese higher education and investigated
how family SES and university learning experiences influenced male and female students in terms
of leadership capacity. The research was used methods of survey questionnaire and documentation.
The data were drawn from a longitudinal sample of 513 fourth-year students across five member
universities of Vietnam National University Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam. They were then analyzed
by data processing, displaying, and drawing a conclusion. The research has two findings.
The empirical results indicated that first, overall gender differences exist regarding family SES and
university experiences of students and female students came from more diverse SES families and
university learning experiences compared with their male counterparts. Second, the findings of this
research also revealed that both genders were affected by their family SES and university learning
experiences as far as leadership capacity was concerned. The results may be attributed to
Vietnamese traditions. Its primary contribution comes from the findings on the development of
leadership programs, which was confirmed as the main responsibility of Vietnamese universities.
The suggestions connoted for university administrators and policymakers are also discussed.

Keywords: Vietnam, leadership capacity students, family SES, university learning
experiences, higher education.

1. Introduction

While Vietnamese university students constitute a considerably small proportion among the
national population, Vietnamese higher education institutions undergo various reforms with a core
mission to cultivate high-quality human resources to promote the industrialization and
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modernization of Vietnam (Hayden, Lam, 2007; Ngo et al., 2006). However, one big challenge
facing Vietnamese higher education is helping students develop competences needed by the
employers and the labor market (e.g., problem-solving, teamwork, multimedia communication,
leadership capacities). Indeed, university students do not appear to meet the manpower needs for
development in Vietnam: businesses frequently complain of the shortage of skilled personnel,
especially for management positions (Pham, Fry, 2004; Tran, 2013). In Vietnam, T.L.A. Tran
(Tran, 2000) pointed out that capacities of decision making, leadership, problem-solving, timing,
prioritizing and information management are highly ranked.

It is clear that very few studies have been conducted in the area of university students’ leadership
capacity (Dugan, Komives, 2007). Developing students’ leadership capacity plays a critical role
(Guthrie, Jones, 2012; Morse, 2004) and is one of the most important outcomes in higher education
(Komives et al., 2011). Furthermore, J. Kouzes and B. Posner (Kouzes, Posner, 2013) emphasize the
importance of equipping all university students with leadership capacity because the ever-changing
world constantly requires leaders to face different problems in the future. However, the incompliance of
leadership student study prevents the development of leadership capacity which is confirmed to be the
main responsibility of universities (Smart et al., 2002).

Various previous studies demonstrate leadership as a social responsibility approach to
emphasize the importance of the researches of leadership and the main findings of university.
In this research, the social change model of leadership development is used to measure students’
leadership capacity, which focuses on social responsibility and the benefits of its widespread use in
university campuses (HERI, 1996). The model is designed specifically for students and affects the
development of leadership programs in higher education institutions.

Researches of D. Bélanger and J. Liu (Bélanger, Liu, 2004), and P.L. Nguyen (Nguyen, 2006)
demonstrate that gender and family SES are critical elements influencing the Vietnamese
education. The Vietnamese education was traditionally exclusive to the male elites (Horton, 2013).
However, this problem has changed with the development of Vietnamese society, especially since
the economic renovation in 1986. In recent years, the proportion of female students has been
increasing in the 237 higher education institutions up to 51.1 percent in the 2018-2019 academic
year (General statistics office of Vietnam, 2018). Meanwhile, the gap between the rich and poor has
extended, and family SES has enhanced in importance for describing educational chance and
outcome (Bélanger, Liu, 2004). When the family SES is improved and the perceptions of the
traditional Vietnamese society change in the positive direction, there may not be a gap between
male and female students in terms of opportunities to access education, especially higher
education, in Vietnamese universities.

Previous studies notice the relationship between leadership capacity and university
environment (Pascarella, Terenzini, 2005; Smart et al., 2002). According to L. Beaman, E. Duflo,
R. Pande, and P. Topalova (Beaman et al., 2012), and C.L. Wu (Wu, 2012) agree that classroom
engagement, course hours, and class preparation factors are associated with university students’
leadership development. In addition, participation in the students’ associations, social service, and
sports activities is found to enhance the development of students’ leadership (Dugan, 2006;
Hansen et al., 2003). However, the studies of relationships between factors of university learning
experiences (such as curricular engagement and co-curricular involvement) and the leadership
capacity are relatively sparse.

In view of aforesaid points, the purpose of this research is to explore gender differences in the
family socioeconomic status (SES) and university learning experiences of Vietnamese university
students and to investigate how family SES and university learning experiences impact on male
and female students’ leadership capacity. This research aims to answer the following research
questions:

1. Are there any significant differences in the family SES and university learning experiences
regarding gender?

2. How do family SES and university learning experiences affect male and female students’
leadership capacity?
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2. Research method

2.1. Sample

A multipart questionnaire was used to collect basic information about students (gender,
family income, the parental education level, and the parental occupation) and obtain data
regarding their university learning experiences as well as leadership capacity perceptions.

This research investigated 600 fourth-year students in the five member universities of
Vietnam National University Ho Chi Minh City (VNU-HCM), which were 237 higher education
institutes in Vietnam (General statistics office of Vietnam, 2018). Out of the 600 students, this
research was conducted with 513 students whose were self-reported information in higher
education research (Gonyea, 2005). It was 85.5 % return rate which exceeded the 30 % response
rate for analysis purpose (Dillman, 2000). Considering that this research examined samples of
female students (39.4 %) and male students (60.6 %).

2.2, Variables

The dependent variable of this research, leadership efficacy, was constructed based on seven
questionnaire items measuring student capacities to develop a common direction in group, help to
shape the mission of group, counting on to do students’ part, contribute to the goals of the group,
describe themselves as a cooperative group member, work with others toward common goals, and
actively listen to what others have to say. This research measured the reliability of leadership
capacity factors of the VNUHCM students through the valuable results of factor loading, total
variance explained, and internal consistency analysis (Cronbach’s a).

Values of factor loading for items of leadership capacity student factors ranged from 0.704 to
0.852, which were higher than the threshold level of 0.6 (Hair et al., 2009). Total variance
explained was 63.88 percent, which was higher than the threshold level of 60 percent and meeting
the requirement of a constructed variable for social science research (Hair et al., 2009).
The findings of the internal consistency analysis revealed a Cronbach’s a coefficient of 0.901, which
was higher than the threshold level of 0.6 (Hair et al., 2009) and 0.7 (Nunnally, Bernstein, 1994),
indicating satisfactory reliability. Based on the above findings, hence, seven factors were acceptable
for establishing leadership capacity students in this research (Table 1).

Table 1. Factor analysis and reliability of the seven factors constructing
students’ leadership capacity in the VNU-HCM

F range of factor
actors .
score loading
developing a common direction in group .852
helping to shape the mission of group .844
counting on to do students’ part .822
contributing to the goals of the group 1-5 .807
describing individual as a cooperative group member 793
working with others toward common goals 763
actively listening to what others have to say 704
Total variance explained (%) 63.88
Cronbach’s a .901

Note: Data were analyzed with principle component analysis.

The independent variables of this research encompassed 3 categories: gender, family SES, and
university learning experiences. Family SES consisted of family income, parental education, and
parental occupation (Clarke-Stewart et al., 1994). University learning experiences contained 5 factors,
including teaching approach, assessment of learning outcomes, curriculum emphases, engagement in
classroom activities and co-curricular involvement. Table 2 shows the details of operational definitions,
means, and standard deviations of the research variables.
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Table 2. Operational definitions, means, and standard deviations of the variables

Dependent Variable

Student leadership capacity

Constructed according to 7 capacity factors of developing a common direction in group, helping
to shape the mission of group, counting on to do students’ part, contributing to the goals of the
group, describing themselves as a cooperative group member, working with others toward
common goals, and actively listening to what others have to say. Measured on a 5-point scale,
where 1 = strongly disagree and 5 = strongly agree (M = 3.79, SD = .72).

Independent Variables

Gender

Female = 0, Male = 1

Family SES

Family income: measured annually on a 6-point scale, where 1 = under USD 1,739, 2 = USD
1,739 to under 2,174, 3 = USD 2,174 to under 2,609, 4 = USD 2,609 to under 3,043, 5 = USD

3,043 to under 3,478, and 6 = over USD 3,478 (M = 2.91, SD = 2.12).

Father education: measured on a 6-point scale, where 1 = elementary school and lower,
2 = junior high school, 3 = senior high school, 4 = junior college, 5 = university, and 6 =
graduate degree (M = 3.76, SD = 1.41).

Mother education: measured on the same scale as that for father’s education (M = 3.43,
SD = 1.44).

Father occupation: measured on a 3-point scale, where 1 = blue collar, 2 = management/sales,
3 = professional/executive (M = 1.66, SD = .69).

Mother occupation: measured on the same scale as that for father’s occupation (M = 1.77,
SD = .77).

University learning experiences

Teaching approach: measured on a 5-point scale, where 1 = never and 5 = always (M = 3.59,
SD = .58).
Assessment of learning outcomes: measured on the same scale as that for teaching approach
(M =3.47,SD = .56).
Curriculum emphasizes: measured on the same scale as that for teaching approach (M = 3.71,
SD = .53).
Engagement in classroom activities: measured on the same scale as that for teaching approach
(M = 3.20, SD = .54).
Co-curricular involvement: measured on the same scale as that for teaching approach (M = 2.42,
SD = 1.00).

Note. Every variable is measured with one question item

2.3. Procedure

This research employed the following data analysis procedure: independent #-test, and
multiple regression analyses. Independent t-test was performed to see whether significant
differences existed between male and female students with regard to their own the family SES and
university learning experiences. Multiple regression analyses were conducted to investigate the
influences of family SES and university learning experiences on male and female student
leadership capacity in the VNUHCM.

3. Results

3.1. Family SES and university learning experiences of the VNUHCM students
regarding gender differences

Table 3 shows that, overall, gender differences exist regarding family SES and university
experiences of VNUHCM students. Regarding family SES, the female students’ family SES was
substantially more diverse than that of the male students. The t-test results revealed that the
average levels of mother education (t = 2.490, p < 0.05) and parental occupation (t = 2.236,
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p < 0.05 for father occupation; t = 2.905, p < 0.01 for mother occupation) of the female students
were significantly higher than those of the male students. The average levels of family income of
the female students and the father education of the male students were also lower than those of the
male and female students, respectively; however, the difference did not attain statistically
significant levels.

Table 3. Gender difference analyses of family SES and university learning experiences
of the VNUHCM students

Factor Gender N M(SD) t-test
Family SES
o Male 311 3.04(2.25) }
Family income Female 505 2.70(1.89) 1.814
. Male 307 3.74(1.40)
Father education Female 50 3.70(1.42) .349
. Male 311 3.30(1.36) %
Mother education Female 202 3.62(1.52) 2.490
. Male 307 1.60(.77) %
Father occupation Female 202 1.74(.54) 2.236
. Male 311 1.69(.79) o
Mother occupation Female 202 1.89(.72) 2.905
University learning Experiences
Teaching approach Male 311 3.58(.63) -.088
& app Female 202 3.58(.49)
. Male 311 3.36(.58) xx
Assessment of learning outcomes Female 202 3.63(.47) 5.446
. . Male 311 3.62(.50) .
Curriculum emphasizes Female 202 3.85(.55) 4.722
. . Male 311 3.10(.59) -
Engagement in classroom activities Female 202 3.33(.41) 4.729
P . Male 311 2.27(.98) .
Co-curricular involvement Female 202 2.66(.99) 4.368

Notes: N = 307 instead of 311 for male students’ father educational level and occupation because
their parent divorced, passed away, or did not live together, etc.
*p<.05, ¥ p<.o1, **¥* p<.o01

Regarding university learning experiences, the female VNUHCM students were more
engaged in the university learning experiences than their male counterparts. The university
learning experiences for assessment of learning outcomes of t = 5.446 and p < 0.001 (namely oral
examination, essay or report, amount of work done, and duration attend classroom), curriculum
emphasizes of t = 4.722 and p < 0.001 (as emphasis on memory, analysis, system synthesis, and
skill formation), engagement in classroom activities of t = 4.729 and p < 0.001 (including go to the
library, prepare lesson before class, actively participate in class, and guide friends to complete
assignments) and co-curricular involvement of t = 4.368 and p < 0.001 (such as self-regulatory
organization, volunteer activities, international exchange, and management operations) of the
female students were significantly higher than those of the male peers.

3.2. Effects of family SES and university learning experience on the male and
female VNUHCM students’ leadership capacity

In Table 4, Models 1 to 3 were stepwise regression analyses to clearly present the effects of
independent variables on the students’ leadership capacity in the VNUHCM. Model 4 involved
gender-specific regression analyses to further examine gender differences. The results exhibit
coefficients of  values, with > 0 indicating a positive impact on the leadership capacity and by
contrary. These models explained 28.7 %, 65.8 %, 77.2 %, and 98.4 % of the variance of leadership
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efficacy of family SES (Adj. R2= .287), university learning experiences (Adj. R2= .658), the female
students (Adj. R2=.772), and the male students (Adj. R2=.984), respectively.

Table 4. Stepwise and regression analyses of variable effects on male
and female student leadership capacity of VNUHCM

Model 4

Factor Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Male Female

Beta ()
Gender - 152%*
Family SES
Family income JAG1FFF -.107*% 432%%*
Father education .078 Ja11% 490%%*
Mother education .616*** 431%%* - 2GR E*
Father occupation - 27Q*** -.135%* -.740%%%
Mother occupation -.460%** -.325%%* 108%**
University learning experiences
Teaching approach
E}({)[())ll:nmg the knowledge in 150 307 006
interaction between lecturer and % %
student -.107 -.050 -.106
selecting topics and do report 212%%% .260%** .059
field trips .094* -.089 .429%%*
Assessment of learning outcomes
oral examination .085 .204** 1.061%**
essay or report .103* J52FE* -4 23%**
amount of work done -.113% -.057 -.109%**
duration attend classroom .005 -.106* 278%**
Curriculum emphasizes on
memory 129%* -.196** 268%**
analysis .015 162%% A3 GEE*
system synthesis .005 -.181** -.012
skill formation a57%% .115% -.104*
Engagement in classroom activities
going to the library 143%** .206%*%* 251%%%
preparing lessons before class Ja21% -.002 425%%*
actigely fparti(ciipating inlclass J22%%* 250%%% .498%**
guiding friends to complete exx xx exk
assignments "-503 "-350 ~+267
Co-curricular involvement
self-regulatory organization .202%* .224% 540%**
volunteer activities -.394%** -, 282%* -1.747%%*
international exchange 281 %% -.003 253 %**
management operations -.032 .001 -.025
F 12.01%** 41.98%**  50.20%**  42.50%** 491.27%**
Adj. R2 .021 .287 .658 772 .984

*p<.05, **p<.01, ¥¥*p<.001

The findings of this research demonstrated that various family ESE and university learning
experiences persisted to have significant relationships with student leadership capacity. Model 1
showed a significant effect of gender on student leadership capacity (f = -.152, p < 0.01).
The results of Model 1 indicated that the leadership capacity of the female students was
significantly higher than those of the male students in the VNUHCM. Model 2 indicates that most
items of family SES, except father education, exerted a substantial influence on the leadership
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capacity of the Vietnamese university students. Thereby, students’ family finance and mother
education yielded positive effects on their leadership capacity (f = .151 and .616, p < 0.01,
respectively); by contrast, students’ parental occupations (f = -0.270 for father and -.460 for
mother, p < 0.01) were shown as negative predictors of their leadership capacity. However,
all items of family SES significantly benefited the students’ leadership capacity in Model 4.

As for Model 3, the findings indicated that university learning experiences were difference
associated with leadership capacity of the Vietnamese university students. Most items of teaching
approach, except the item of interaction between lecturers and students, yielded positive effects on
students’ leadership capacity. For assessment of learning outcomes, essay or report (f = .103,
p < 0.05) and amount of work done (8 = -.113, p < 0.05) had positive and negative impact on
student leadership capacity, respectively. Two out of four items of curriculum emphases were
positively associated with students’ leadership capacity (f =.129, p < 0.01 for emphasis on memory,
and f =.157, p < 0.01 for emphasis on skill formation). All items of engagement in classroom
activities found a positive relationship, except guide friends to complete assignments item, which
hindered students’ leadership efficacy (f = -.503, p < 0.001). Finally, self-regulatory organization
and international exchange activities showed positive effects on students’ leadership efficacy
(B =.202 and .281, p < 0.01 and 0.001, respectively), but, volunteer activities demonstrated no,
ever negative relationship with leadership efficacy of VNUHCM students. However, all the items
persistently indicated significant difference effects after university learning experiences (Model 3)
was considered across gender subgroups (Model 4).

Model 4 further revealed an intriguing effect of family SES and university learning
experiences between the genders. The findings showed that father education (f = .111, p < 0.05 for
male and 8 = .490, p < 0.001 for female) and father occupation (f = -.135, p < 0.01 for male and
B = -.740, p < 0.001 for female), respectively, yielded negative and positive effects on male and
female students’ leadership capacity; and the remaining factors of family SES had conflicting
effects for both genders.

Regarding curricular learning experiences in Model 4, items of explaining the knowledge in
book (8 =.307, p < 0.001), selecting topics and doing report (8 = .206, p < 0.001), and emphasis on
system synthesis (f = -.181, p < 0.01) respectively, yielded positive and negative effects on male
students’ leadership capacity, but yielded no effect on female students’ leadership capacity.
By contrast, items of interaction between lecturers and students (f = -.106, p < 0.05), field trips
(B = .429, p < 0.001), and prepare lesson before class (8 = .425, p < 0.001) respectively, yielded
negative and positive effects on female students’ leadership capacity, but identified no effect on
male students’ leadership capacity. Finally, regarding co-curricular learning experiences the data
showed that positive activities demonstrated positive impacts on student leadership capacity,
whereas passive activities demonstrated negative impacts on both genders in this research.

4. Discussion

Though there are not many previous research studies on student leadership capacity in
Vietnamese universities or others in the world, there exist similarities regarding the relationship of
student leadership capacity between previous researches and this research. The findings of this
research contribute to filling critical gaps in both theories and practices regarding development of
gender-specific student leadership for Vietnamese universities in particular and Asian Pacific
higher education in general.

Gender differences exist regarding family SES and university experiences of Vietnamese
university students. The research of M. Q. Duong, C. L. Wu, and M. K. Hoang (Duong et al., 2019)
shows that gender inequalities exist in family SES of Vietnamese university students. There was the
opposite result with this research when they said that female students in Vietnam were
significantly lower than the average levels of mother education and parental occupation of the male
peers. Both male and female students in the Vietnamese higher education institutions came from
families across a wide range of socioeconomic strata, whereas the female university students
generally came from more diverse SES families (Duong et al., 2019).

The findings of this research echo of Duong et al., which also demonstrates that female
students are more strongly engaged with university learning experiences compared to male
students (Duong et al., 2019). Similarly, J. Desai (Desai, 2001) and P. Horton (Horton, 2013) also
share that Vietnamese female students perform better in university learning experiences than male
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counterparts. As an explanation for this result, P.L. Nguyen (Nguyen, 2006) says that Vietnamese
families have tended to rapidly withdraw their females, but male families do whatever they can to
ensure their sons enter universities longer than female counterparts who do not perform well
academically from universities. This might be especially true for Vietnamese society when a man is
the breadwinner in his family — financially contributing to the family while his wife does not have
to enter the labor force (Bernard, 1993; Vu, 2008). This perspective has created a gap in the family
support for learning in university of gender. Male students always receive family support to study
in university, because family male students aspire to be able to find good jobs after graduation in
order to take care of their small families (e.g., his wife, children and parent). The results of this
research also point out that gender inequalities do exist in university students’ learning
experiences, and female university students in Vietnam attainment appears to be more closely
related to academic performance than family support.

The findings of this research confirm that the leadership efficacy of the female students is
significantly higher than that of the male counterparts at VNUHCM, which is supported by C.L. Wu
and W. Bao (Wu, Bao, 2013) who report that female students have lead leadership roles at the
Chinese elite universities. By contrast, other researches show that woman students have less
efficacy and expectations related to leadership in higher education institutes (Adams, Keim, 2000;
Boatwright, Egidio, 2003; Duong et al., 2019). This may be because the Vietnamese society has
undergone extensive economic and political changes since the commonly known as economic
renovation of Vietham was implemented in 1986. The research of T.R. Miiller (Miiller, 2007)
identified that this renovation has been attained the dominant male roles in Vietnamese society.
According to D. Bélanger and J. Liu (Bélanger, Liu, 2004), Vietnamese women have been present
in various social fields though H.T. Vu (Vu, 2020) admits that the number of women holding
leadership positions is still limited compared to that of men. The Vietnamese government, thus,
has to secure a designated number for female representation in all levels and fields in order to have
a more balanced gender representation in the government system agencies (Munro, 2013). Female
Vietnamese students should join holding leadership positions in the university to have the
opportunity to participate in leadership roles at the workplace after graduation.

Our research suggests that family SES has a significant effect on the leadership capacity of
both genders at VNU-HCM. Meanwhile, the research of Duong et al. (Duong et al., 2019) findings
demonstrate that only family SES of female students has positive impacts on student leadership
capacity. The previous research discovers the connection between family SES and the student
learning outcomes in Vietnamese higher education. Its inconsistency can be attributed to the
sample difference. In view of this approach, the research indicates that there are clearly difficulties
for poor families when their children attend beyond high school, even specific poor Vietnamese
families typically cannot pay for higher education (Bélanger, Liu, 2004). Vietnamese government,
thus, has introduced different policies of financial assistance for students of disadvantaged SES
families, including tuition exemptions, reductions, scholarships for ethnic minority students,
orphans, war martyrs or veterans’ children, etc. In addition, these students are also allowed to
participate in loan programs with low interest rates to support their studies (Tran, 2019).
The student loan programs, however, is considered modest for documents, background SES
families, time-consuming. Thus, the administration of student loan programs are important,
namely building verifiable eligibility standard and reducing the paperwork and collateral required
for this program approach.

Similarly, almost items of university learning experiences in this research employed a
significant differences effect on the leadership capacity students of both genders in the VNU-HCM.
The research of P. M. King (King, 1997) indicated that student leadership development can also be
a challenging and important purpose in the university and the increased presence of both
curriculum and co-curriculum activities (Astin, Astin, 2000). Vietnamese students overly focus on
examinations (Kelly, 2000) and are ignorant of the benefits of co-curricular activities in
universities for their competence development (Duong et al., 2019). For teaching approach,
the research of B. De La Harpe, A. Radloff, and J. Wyber (De La Harpe et al., 2000) found that
student-centered, process-focused approaches and teacher—student interactions (Duong, Le, 2018)
are successful procedures for advancing capacities for students of in higher education settings. This
finding is inconsistent with that of Duong et al. (Duong et al., 2019), which had negative impact
between university library and the leadership efficacy of both male and female students. However,
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the researches of J. Bryant, G. Matthews, and G. Walton (Bryant et al., 2009) and K.R. Smith (Smith,
2002) indicated that there is a positive connection between library in the higher education institutions
and learning of student are collecting and developing into active learning centers for students.

The fact that this positive influence of library usage was displayed from a top-level of VNU-
HCM: increasingly invested infrastructures. Although previous researches have not demonstrated a
direct linkage between oral examination, emphasis on analysis, actively participate in class and
leadership capacity, we drawn that students with positive effects among these factors may perceive
themselves to have leadership capacity. Students participating in the predominantly opposite-
gender organizations are perhaps apportioned with more attention and resources (Duong et al.,
2019). These results altogether suggested that participating in opposite-gender co-curricular
activities could enable students to transcend the division and experiences of traditional gender
roles, helping students of both genders freely explore their capacities.

5. Conclusion

This research explores gender differences in family socioeconomic status (SES) and
university learning experiences in Vietnamese higher education and investigates how family SES
and university learning experiences influenced male and female students in terms of leadership
capacity at VNU-HCM. The empirical results have thus addressed the two research questions. It is
hoped that the barriers found in this research might be useful for policy makers and administrators
to develop leadership capacity programs for students (including curricular and co-curricular
activities). To prepare students for the process of international integration, the study urges the
VNU-HCM to focus on improving family SES and university learning experiences factors in the
process of constructing a holistic intervention to enhance leadership capacity for students of both
genders. This study also contributes to filling the gap in the literature of students’ leadership
capacity in both theory and practice. Further research will continue to explore larger population
groups covering all universities in Vietnam and disciplines to accumulate abundant empirical
information on the learning experiences and outcomes as well as using other factors which have
effects on Vietnamese students’ leadership capacity.
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