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‘THEY THINK WE DON’T VALUE SCHOOLING’ PARADOXES OF EDUCATION IN THE MULTI-ETHNIC CENTRAL HIGHLANDS OF VIETNAM∗ Truong Huyen Chi Independent Researcher Education at the Intersection of the State, Ethnicity, and Class Even before a widely accepted recognition of education, through its means of nation-wide curriculum and the use of national language in instruction, as one of the most powerful apparatuses of the nation-building project (Anderson 1991), scholars of Southeast Asian studies have examined both the role of the state in education and that of education in the nation-building processes. Arguments put forth in these studies are far from homogeneous, yet tend to join in complicating the schematic and deterministic model of the omnipotent state. In her 1982 monograph examining Franco-indigenous schools in French Indochina during the two decades of 1918-1938, Gail Kelly challenges the assumption of a coherent and unified school system under colonialism and questions the interpretation of the relation of colonial schools to national integration that tends to emphasize either horizontal (across region) or vertical (among social strata) integration. Through evidences of the diversity of school systems in colonial Vietnam, Kelly argues that instead of fostering national integration, schooling exacerbated regional and class tensions within Vietnamese society (Kelly 1982: 54). Gerald Hickey, in his ethnohistorical study of the Central Highlands, provides detailed accounts of a network of Montagnard elites who were the first to graduate from Franco-indigenous schools in the highlands in the first few decades of the 20th century. Modern schooling, Hickey seems to suggest, and its alumni network fortified via inter-ethnic marriages, contributed significantly in creating a new identity that would eventually turn into a driving force in the Montagnards’ politics (Hickey 1982). Alexander Woodside, in an attempt to assess the achievements and failures of mass education in postrevolutionary Vietnam, renders “a notion of a simple, secular upward progress in the promotion of schooling” unwarranted (Woodside 1983: 408). He identifies a number of paradoxes that stem from the pre-revolution culture of learning characterized by mandarinism, the revolutionary legacy of egalitarianiasm, and the rising pragmatic utilitarianism of a bureaucratic state. With a similar regard for pre- and co-existing patterns and purposes of learning, Charles Keyes and other contributors in the 1991 volume on rural education and cultural change in Southeast Asia point to the importance of the understanding of local specificities, religious schools and traditional social hierarchy for example, as they come into contact with modern schooling systems introduced by the state (Dulyakasem 1991, Keyes et al. 1991). This paper builds upon the premise of the recognition of a complex intertwining of competing state and local forces in education enterprise embraced by the previous scholarship. On a related front concerning education and ethnicity, an educational metaphor is believed to be crafted and inculcated in the consciousness of the masses as one of the conceptual devices to recognize the differences between peoples of multi-ethnic countries. By presenting minority groups as children or having a child-like mind and therefore both inferior and educable, it is convenient and justifiable for the state to help bring social progress to them (Harrell 1995: 13). The introduction of formal schooling with standardized curricula and examinations using national language inevitably entails differentiated performance among students of different ethnic groups. For the first time, and directly contradicting the promotion of national solidarity in multi-ethnic Vietnam, students of disadvantaged ethnic groups become aware of, or are made to believe in their comparative backwardness (Woodside 1983: 421). This paper delves into the process in which ethnicity is formed as schools have become a site where differences and inequalities are felt and lived. It takes schooling as one of the arenas of contestations of identities, examples of which are the ethnic identification project (Evans 1992, Keyes 1997, Salemink 1999), a short-lived and unsuccessful attempt to construct a new socialist man in Vietnam’s Central Highlands (Evans Paper to be submitted to International Conference of Anthropology of Vietnam, 15-18 December, 2007, Binh Chau (Vietnam). ∗
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1992), and a more recent state agenda of selective preservation of ethnic cultures (Salemink 2001). Class and class conflict and struggle mysteriously disappear from public discourse in a country like Vietnam that claims its adherence to socialism while promoting the prosperity for its people through state sanctioned market forces. Without tackling class in a classic Marxist sense, it is nevertheless unavoidable to factor in the social relations shaping the outcomes of schooling as it produces, or fails to produce, graduates to fill a wide range of jobs increasingly available in the fast industrialized economy. It is important in this paper not only to ask how a sense of one’s social position and social limits is developed, internalized and resisted against through everyday interaction at schools (Bourdieu and Passeron 1977: 115, Willis 1981), but also to identify, in the midst of a classroom setting that is already internally differentiated across ethnic groups, the specific ways in which schools prepare certain kinds of students to become certain kinds of citizens. Again, inasmuch as ethnicity takes shape through sharing common experience of “suffering in the hands of others” (Keyes 1997: 153, Salemink nd), in this paper I hope to illustrate the process whereby M’Nong youths and their parents come to recognize their common conditioning in the local political economy and find ways to give meanings to their positioning (Thompson 1966). Whether or not and in which way the on-going structural inequality within and beyond the classroom is challenged is an entire different matter, one that requires another set of conceptual tools to which we now turn briefly. Schooling and Contested Intentionalities Scholars of recent critical studies of schooling have advanced from a criticism of an earlier approach of “reproduction theory” to education that emerged to explain how schools serve to reproduce instead of transforming existing structural inequalities. Instead of focusing primarily on class structure as the prime determinant of life chances, there is a recent call for placing schools at the intersection of class, race, gender, and age. In the meantime, more attention is given to diverse educational systems in non-Western and post-colonial societies. And lastly, there is a shift away from simplistic models of the state and its supposed use of schools as instruments of control and subject-making (Levinson and Holland 1996: 7). One way to respond to these calls is to attend to agents of education, first and foremost students, who “are not passive bearers of ideology, but active appropriators who reproduce existing structures only through struggle, contestations and a partial penetration of those structures” (Willis 1981: 175). Teachers, educators, administrators, parents and community members are also agents who actively take part in shaping the trajectories and outcomes of educational endeavor. This paper attempts to uncover the subjectivity of two major groups of agents, teachers and M’Nong parents, as they engage education discourse in their daily life in Dak Nong. It examines the ways in which teachers and parents perceive and talk about themselves and each other, the kinds of expectations each have for youths/their children, and a broader range of life aspirations that give meaning to their pursuits. In so doing, I hope to tap on the intentionality of education subjects which is defined as, following Ortner, “ideas of intention, [...] people’s projects in the world and their ability to both formulate and enact them” (Ortner 2001: 78-79). This agency of intentions – of projects or desires – may not entail heroic acts of resistance nor routine everyday practices, yet it powerfully infuses life with meaning and purpose, even when the latter, in the case of M’Nong youths, can only take form in alternative spaces of socialization. Moreover, since no agency is free of structural power, looking into this particular form of subjectivity, or intentionality, is particularly helpful in revealing the structurally defined differences – those between ethnic groups, professions, life prospects, and so forth – and differentials of power within and beyond schools. By looking at the range of intentionalities produced by the structure of social relations in present day Dak Nong and the ways in which these intentionalities contest one another, I hope to represent the spaces, within and beyond schools, where changes may take form.
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An ethnographic scrutiny of everyday interactions, practices, and discourse should not be privileged at the cost of a clear sight of the structure of the local political economy.1 The latter is by no means simply a backdrop for the stories to be told. We will soon show how precisely this political and economic structure has been powerfully internalized and equally strongly resisted in the daily life of students in Dak Nong, as narrated by their teachers and parents. Before tuning in contrasting voices of and about education, let us have an overview of the Central Highlands and the current situation of education in Dak Nong. The Central Highlands and a New Comer Five provinces of the Central Highlands cover 16.5 percent of the total area and 5.7 percent of the entire population of the country. It is the homeland of Malayo-Polynesian and Autronesian speaking ethnic groups known in the literature on Indochina as the Montagnards. The area has experienced dramatic changes in demography and ethnic composition throughout the twentieth century. The most drastic change occurred over the past three decades, especially pertinent to the New Economic Policy in the early 1980s, followed by what is referred to in the official literature as “spontaneous migration”of Viet lowlanders and minorities from northern mountains in the 1990s. From 1.2 million in 1976, highland population doubled a decade later (2.1 million in 1985) and quadrupled as of 2007 (4.7 million). Ethnic composition increased from approximately 20 indigenous groups before 1975 to 47 minority groups living in the area (General Statistics Office 2005). The Central Highlands has engaged in the global market by selling its coffee, rubber, cashew and other cash crops. The total foreign direct investment for this area reached above US$1 billion in 2005. Dak Lak (including what is now Dak Nong), homeland of the Rhade and M’Nong peoples before 1975, shares opportunities and challenges with its neighboring provinces. A state commissioned research published in 1990 found that its population multiplied by 2.5 times between 1975 and 1990, and the proportion of local indigenous people reduced from approximately 50 percent after 1975 to 24 percent in 1988. A more recent report shows that the minorities represent only 20 percent in 1998. Moreover, “the ethnic structure of the province has been significantly altered, as the proportion of indigenous minorities continues to shrink while that of other minorities relocating there, such as the Tay, Nung, Dao and H’Mong, continues to rise” (Huynh Thi Xuan 1999). Most of the new settlers arrived on their own with the help of their kin and villagers, but without support from local authority at either sending or receiving sites. They are also often accused of being a major cause of rapid deforestation in the province and the region at large (Huynh Thi Xuan 1999, Uy ban Khoa hoc Xa hoi Viet Nam 1990). The province of Dak Nong was established in January 2004 based on 6 southern districts of Dak Lak.2 It largely overlaps with the Quang Duc and parts of Tuyen Duc provinces of the Republic of Vietnam. It takes Gia Nghia, one of the important commercial and administrative centers of the highland foothills before 1975, as its new capitol. Of all 5 provinces of the highlands, Dak Nong has the smallest area (6,514.5 square kilometers) and stands second lowest in population density (61 persons/square kilometer) (General Statistics Office 2005). Of its more than 400,000 inhabitants, 34 percent come from 31 non-Viet ethnic groups, among which the M’Nong represent more than 10 percent of the total population.3 Instead of restoring the pre-1975 1



The research from which material for this paper are drawn was part of a project commissioned by the Dak Nong Department of Culture and Information, conducted in 2004-2006. I served as one of the principal researchers and was responsible for sociological survey and ethnographic research aiming at an assessment of current practice of traditional culture among the M’Nong. I deliberately included some questions on schooling in the questionnaire and interview guides. 2 Vietnam’s Communist Party Online 7 August 2007. “Đắk Nông: Những bước phát triển lớn sau khi thành lập tỉnh”. http://www.cpv.org.vn/details.asp?id=BT680785389 3 Hội đồng Nhân dân Tỉnh Đắk Nông, Quy hoạch Tổng thể Phát triển Du lịch Tỉnh Đắk Nông, Tháng 6/2006. The M’Nong is a Mon-Khmer speaking ethnic group living in the southern part of the Central Highlands in Vietnam and northeastern Cambodia, most notably Mondulkiri province. A work of renown French ethnologist George Condominas features an ethnography of a village of the M’Nong Gar, a local group living north of the Nong plateau (Condominas 1977).
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name that was apparently subsumed by the coastal Viet-centered rubric, the new province is named as the homeland of the M’Nong. Despite an explicit call to preserve and promote the M’Nong culture, however, the predominant presence of the Viet coming from coastal provinces in key positions of provincial offices would complicate any suggestion of the indigenous revival politics. While the provincial breakdown of many of the socio-economic statistics is not available, Dak Nong inhabitants may share an economic status with those living in the Central Highlands: their monthly average income per capita at current prices in 2004 was 390,200VND, standing at the fourth bottom of 8 regions of the country (General Statistics Office 2005).4 Nevertheless, the region is considered to be strategic as its targets of development are, as the Prime Minister Nguyen Tan Dung stated in his speech in July 2006 at a conference for socio-economic development of the Central Highlands in 2006-2010, cash crops, forestry, hydroelectricity, and bauxite mining.5 As a new comer, Dak Nong tries in earnest not to miss this opportunity: by 2005 it hosted and granted licenses to 5 foreign direct investment projects amounting to US$8.4 million (General Statistics Office 2005). The Tam Thang industrial zone alone hosts 22 different projects, foreign and national, with total investment exceeding VND 850 billion. As some of its districts sit squarely on bauxite reserves, in the years 2004 and 2005 the province hosted teams from China, Australia, Japan and the United States to explore and draft investment proposals.6 A rapid development of the newly established province can be witnessed from the dramatic change of the Gia Nghia capital town. Within less than three years since my first visit at the end of 2004, there was fresh construction everywhere, roads were expanded and paved and street names and new traffic signs put up. A master plan was drawn aiming at, in the words of its advocates, transforming the small sleepy town of Gia Nghia into a city as grand as Buon Ma Thuot and as charming as Da Lat. In the meantime, the construction of two new workshops – a paper mill and a rubber factory – started in Dak Glong and Dak Mil districts in locations that are readily accessible through provincial roads. The transformation is, however, most strongly felt among town dwellers and those living alongside roads and at intersections, most of whom are Viet migrants – farm owners, merchants, and state officials. The frenzy of development has not yet arrived in the rural area. Of the total 485 households surveyed in spring 2005,7 close to 80 percent live below the national poverty line and 86 percent derive their income from agriculture.8 The situation and stories reported in this paper largely concern this rural population of the M’Nong and to a lesser extent, their interaction with the Viet within and beyond the school setting. Dak Nong K-12 Education: a Panorama As of September 2005, the province of Dak Nong has a total of 46 kindergartens and 168 schools of general education of all types and combinations, 4,980 teachers and 102,715 students of all grades (Table 1).9 These figures imply that Dak Nong has the lowest student-population ratio in the Central Highlands: for every 100 people, only 25 attend schools.10 However, the province stands at the second top of the teacher-student ratio: on average, every 4.8 teachers 4



Exchange rate 2004 will be provided in a revised version. The rate as of 2007 is US$ 1 = VND 16,060. Nhân Dân điện tử, “Ngày 17-7 tại TP Hồ Chí Minh, Thủ tướng Nguyễn Tấn Dũng tiếp tục chủ trì Hội nghị phát triển kinh tế - xã hội Tây Nguyên giai đoạn 2006 - 2010. 6 Úy ban Nhân dân Tỉnh Đắk Nông, “Báo cáo tình hình thực hiện kế hoạch phát triển kinh tế xã hội và đảm bảo an ninh quốc phòng 6 tháng đầu năm và nhiệm vụ 6 tháng cuối năm”, Gia Nghĩa, 07 tháng Bảy năm 2006. 7 Sampling was drawn taking into consideration of geographical distribution of various local groups of the M’Nong as well as the proximity to urban and industrial centers and major roads. 8 The national poverty line is defined as 124,000VND income per person per month (General Statistics Office, 2005). 9 There is a noticeable discrepancy between the state and provincial statistics. In an official 2006 report of the Provincial People’s Comittee, the total number of schools in Dak Nong of the same academic year is 234 and total number of students is 126,705 (UBND Đắk Nông 2006). The difference of 20 schools and 23,990 students can be explained by additional schools that were built to accomodate new students who reach school age. 10 Compare, for example, 30 percent of the population of the province of Dak Lak attended school as provided by the Vietnam’s Committee of Social Sciences (UB KHXH VN 1990: 221). 5



4



attend to 100 local students. Dak Nong has the second lowest percentage of minority teachers in general education of the highlands (5 percent), whereas it stands at the bottom regarding the percentage of students coming from minority groups (23.4 percent). Table 1. Number of Schools, Teachers, and Students in Kindergarten and General Schools in 2005



Kindergarten



General Education



Total



School



Teacher



Student



School



Teacher



Student



School



Teacher



Student



635



7318



171303



1808



51935



1202873



2443



59253



1374176



87



1284



20444



205



5940



102037



292



7224



122481



Gia Lai



153



1856



46278



418



11754



276564



571



13610



322842



Đắk Lắk



189



2146



51522



594



17923



462587



783



20069



514109



Đắk Nông



46



313



12163



168



4667



90552



214



4980



102715



Lâm Đồng



160



1719



40896



423



11651



271133



583



13370



312029



Central Highlands Kon Tum



Source: Statistical Yearbook of Vietnam 2005



A closer look at the evolution of the percentage of minority students over various levels reveals interesting dynamics. Their representation seems to decrease along the education elevation: from 27 percent at the primary school to 19 percent in secondary school, it reduces to less than 7 percent at high school (Table 2). This reflects a common trend in the highlands where the higher level of education produces fewer students from minority groups. A vice principal of a primary school in one of the districts where our research was conducted confirmed this observation: “Local [M’Nong] students enter the school in large number and exit in small number.”11 This is true, at least in the school described and those in selected sites of the research, for both an academic year and a level span.



Table 2. Number of Students and Students from Minority Groups in General Education in 2005



Students



Students of Minority Groups



In which Total Primary Central Highlands



1202873



616412



Lower Secondary 411546



In which Upper Secondary 174915



Total Primary



Lower Secondary



Upper Secondary



345594



219438



100547



25609



28.73%



35.60%



24.43%



14.64%



na



na



Kon Tum 102037



54263



35146



12628



276564



152549



88774



35241



na



na



Gia Lai 109336



76616



26854



5866



39.53%



50.22%



30.25%



16.65%



149351



88229



47725



13397



32.29%



39.73%



28.83%



17.87%



21202



16320



4358



524



Đắk Lắk 462587



222079



165550



74958



Đắk Nông 90552



60129



22873



7550



11



Interview with Mrs. Dao Thi Nga, Dak Nong District, March 2005. To protect our informants, all names are pseudonyms and some locations have been swapped among the research sites of the project.
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23.41%



27.14%



19.05%



6.94%



65705



38273



21610



5822



24.23%



30.04%



21.78%



13.07%



Lâm Đồng 271133



127392



99203



44538



Source: Statistics of the Ministry of Education and Training



Results of the survey provide additional observations of the M’Nong literacy within the working age. Over 35 percent of respondents state that they have never been to school of any kind, including informal literacy classes, and therefore can be classified as being unable to read or write in national language (Chart 1).12 Another 43.9 percent claim to have completed primary school. Nevertheless, being not able to read or write in national language does not mean being unable to communicate in daily life or access national media. Indeed, 60 percent of respondents converse in Vietnamese fluently, while another 37 percent can communicate to a lesser extent (Chat 2).



Chart 1. The Highest School Completed by Respondents



primary, 43.9 never been to school, 35.7



higher education, 0.6



upper secondary, 2.7



lower secondary, 17.1



Our conversations with teachers and parents’ discussion groups provide further details of the K-12 education situation in the selected sites.13 In summary, the problems of the education for the M’Nong raised by the locals can be grouped into two sets: material constraints including the geographical proximity of the school and expenses pertaining children’s schooling and the difficulty of language of instruction and related issues in the classroom. The 2003 Action Aid Viet Nam report also discusses similar issues. It tells a story of a student in Ea’Hiao commune who had to drop out of school because her parents could not contribute to school construction and pay other fees (Action Aid 2003: 26). The report makes clear that even though the Decree 35 and Decision 186 sanction an exemption of school fees for minority students, in reality they still have 12 This is, too, in a stark contrast with the provincial report stating that the illiteracy rate is as minimal as 2.6 percent (UB ND Đắk Nông 2006). Nevertheless, our result corresponds to an estimation by the Action Aid Vietnam that approximately 60 percent of the local population between 15 and 40 years old can read and write Vietnamese (AAV 2003: 29). 13 We conducted a total of 12 in-depth interviews with teachers and educators from 5 research sites and the capitol town of Gia Nghia, 3 among whom were M’Nong ethnic and one was married to a M’Nong and fluent in the local language. At each site we organized one group discussion of M’Nong parents who had one or more school-attending children, another discussion of M’Nong youths aged from 18 to 25, married or single, members or non-members of the Communist League, Women Union, or other mass organizations. Additional qualitative materials come from my conversations with M’Nong hosts and companies throughout approximately 4.5 months of field research scattered over a three year span.
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to pay fees ranging from 50,000 VND to 70,000 VND per year for a primary school attendant and from 150,000 VND to 200,000 VND per year for secondary school. This would be a burden for families who have more than one children attending schools, especially if they also live below the poverty line. The same report conveys parents’ complaint of the difficulty in communication between teachers and students as well as teachers’ quality and attitude, a topic that we will return to discuss at length in the later sections of this paper. Chart 2. Ability to Speak National Language of Respondents



None 3%



Limited Conversation 37%



Fluency 60%



The above problems as identified by our informants as well as reported by independent organizations do not mean that the provincial authority does not pay attention to education. On the contrary, the Dak Lak province (including now Dak Nong) increased its budget for education from VND 24 billion in 1999 to VND 38 billion in 2002 (Action Aid 2003: 24). Education keeps claiming a significant proportion in the Dak Nong provincial budget. In 2006, for instance, 42.3 percent of a VND 30 billion of the 168 program budget in Dak Nong was spent for educational purposes, i.e., to assist school construction, purchase student insurance, and provide free textbooks and notebooks.14 Less than two years since its establishment, the new province approved a VND 700 million to refine the M’Nong written language and complete its M’NongViet dictionary, supervised by the Department of Education and Training.15 It is a conspicuous budget allocation given that the M’Nong make up only around 10 percent of the province population. Starting from the academic year 2004-2005, M’Nong language is taught as a subject from Grade 3 to Grade 12. Approximately 2000 students in 6 boarding schools can take this subject from 2 to 5 time-units a week.16 What follows is a presentation of the views of teachers, Viet and M’Nong included, and M’Nong parents of education in general and about each other. From our observation in the field, education in general and its issues such as school fees and regulations, quality of teaching and learning, and school outcomes, are indeed salient in everyday discourse. Nevertheless, what we will see is that even though teachers and parents each would discuss these issues among their own group, there is hardly an exchange between them. A missing dialogue between these two groups of education agents, I would suggest, stems from a more fundamental distance between indigenous and migrants that is in turn rooted in the recent history of the local political economy.
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Vietnam’s Communist Party Online 11 October 2006. “Đầu tư hơn 30 tỷ đồng cho đồng bào dân tộc thiểu số ở Ðác Nông”. http://www.cpv.org.vn/details.asp?id=BT590760813 15 Vietnam’s News Agency 28 December 2005. “Hoàn thiện chữ viết và biên soạn từ điển M'Nông”. 16 Vietnam’s Communist Party Online 25 August 2004. “Đắk Nông, Hà Giang quan tâm dạy tiếng dân tộc thiểu số” http://www.cpv.org.vn/details.asp?id=BT2580460772. The same piece of news adds that apart from language, students can study M’Nong history and culture. It also provides that there are yet another 30000 ethnic minorities students who do not take M’Nong language as subject. Comparing to the total number of students of all ethnic minorities in Dak Nong in 2005, 21,202, it is unclear whether it is meant that all, some perhaps some additional Viet, should take it as a subject.
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From a Missing Dialogue... Teachers’ and parents’ views of education and of each other are only occasionally convergent. The most often quoted problem upon which both parties agree is the language of instruction, or to put it more precisely, the use of Vietnamese as the only language of instruction in early grades of primary school. A Viet teacher acknowledges that even at the middle and toward the end of primary school, many M’Nong students do not understand simple classroom commands such as “open your book” or “class dismissed” in Vietnamese.17 Many Viet teachers do not communicate with individual students in their class but only teach using a “mass approach” (day tap trung), i.e., to address their students as a collective whole. Others would treat their class according to the rule of the majority. A M’Nong mother laments that “[Viet] teachers only talk to their own [Viet] pupils while ignore the children of their compatriots (con em dong bao).18 Even when my children understand [the national language] in daily life,” she elaborates, “they could not, in fact would not dare, interrupt teacher to ask a question.”19 Having a M’Nong teacher at the entry level would help; yet, the difficulty is complicated by the lack of pre-school preparation, as a M’Nong first grade teacher describes: In a lucky year I would host pupils who have gone through kindergarten, who would by then be able to recognize the alphabet. Likewise, it would be extremely difficult to introduce the alphabet from the start. Yet, I am lucky indeed to be a M’Nong so I can explain difficult words in our own language. I love my pupils as my own kids; I even fetch water to wash their hands every morning before class begins. You ask how my effort pays off, don’t you? Last year 29 kids enrolled in my class in the beginning, only 25 made it through. The other four did not even complete the first grade.20 A senior M’Nong teacher who started his career in 1973 recalled the differences between the two educational systems of pre- and post-1975 regimes. Before 1975, M’Nong teachers dominated both the pre-school and the first two or three grades and used local language in their instruction. Vietnamese was introduced only from the second grade onward and would become the principal medium from grade 3 or 4. Pre-school and first grade textbooks, however, were bilingual and M’Nong children enjoyed learning from them.21 Another major difference is teachers’ training policy. Until the mid-1980s, M’Nong youths who graduated from secondary school could enroll to be trained as pre-school and primary school teachers. The professionalization of teachers training since early 1990s, particularly in the form of a requirement of high school diploma at an entry of the pedagogical college, effectively rules out many M’Nong youths who would be enthusiastic of becoming local teachers (see also UBKHXHVN 1990).22 Largely sharing this criticism of the use of Vietnamese as a sole medium in early grades notwithstanding, there are a number of subtle differences in views of parents and teachers. Helping to clarify my confusion of the contrast between the ability to converse in Vietnamese in their daily life and that to follow their teachers in the classroom, a parent puts it rather bluntly: - If the teachers speak as clearly and beautifully as you do, my kids wouldn’t have any problem following [their lectures]. - What do you mean by saying I speak clearly? - Well, you speak the VTV [Vietnam Television] language. Your speech sounds exactly like that of a television newswoman. Our teachers speak a completely different accent that sounds almost like a foreign language to us!23 A further probing reveals that the teacher whom my informant talked about came from Ha Tinh province, known for its distinctive accent that would be described as “heavy” even for the 17



Interview with Mr. Tran Van Hung, Dak Song District, May 2005. A note on the term dong bao will be added in a revised version. 19 Parents’ focus discussion, Dak Nong District, March 2005. 20 Interview with Ms. H’Glang, Dak R’Lap District, May 2005. 21 Interview with Mr. Y’Roan, Dak Song District, May 2005. 22 Interview with Mr. Y’Roan (ibid.) and casual conversation with Mrs. H’Mai, Dak Mil District, September 2005. 23 Parents’ discussion in Dak Song District, May 2005. 18
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Viet ears. The M’Nong locals, young learners included, who would have been acquainted with the standardized spoken Vietnamese of the national media, find it uneasy to comprehend distinctive dialects of Viet teachers coming from coastal provinces. Certainly none of the parents would raise this issue at the parental meetings because they do not want, as they explain, to be misunderstood as ridiculing the provincial dialect or background of the teachers. From the other camp, that of the teachers, there is yet another delicate matter. Mrs. Hang, a Viet teacher and principal who has for more or less twenty years been married to a M’Nong, states it succinctly: I do speak the M’Nong language; yes, they say I am as fluent as a local. But looking at the pupils of my school, which language should I speak? I can’t use the M’Nong, indeed. We have kids from 11 ethnic groups, not just the Kinh and the M’Nong.24 As mentioned earlier, Dak Nong is now home to people of 31 ethnic groups, half of which migrated from northern mountains.25 A multiethnic classroom is thus far more common than a single or bi-ethnic. It is then understandable that M’Nong teachers or those like Mrs. Hang hesitate to use the vernacular language in a classroom where Tay, Nung, Yao, and H’Mong students are also present. Another aspect where teachers’ and parents views both converge and differ is teachers’ attitude or behaviors toward students. Virtually all the teachers to whom we talked upheld an ideal of the teacher as an intellectual whose mission was to enlighten the masses. To this end teachers would have to sacrifice their self interests, tolerate the material and physical hardship, and conduct their life as a moral example for their students. We have heard stories of teachers walking up and through the forest to reach a remote hut during the farming season to convince parents to re-send their children to school. Some of our teacher informants would spend days in M’Nong villages, knocking every door to persuade villagers to enroll their children. Mr. Le Hoang Son even bought a white shirt for a bright M’Nong student on the account that the latter would quit school feeling embarrassed for not possessing a proper school outfit.26 Having acknowledged the good deeds of many teachers, group discussions of M’Nong parents were nonetheless interspersed with broken stories of abuse and conflict at school. Parents in one of our selected sites reported that every year there must be in their commune at least a pupil who quit school after being scolded. A mother described how humiliated her daughter became after being publicly criticized and punished for not handing in her homework. It took almost a month for her to be convinced to return to school. More common cases of drop-outs were reported of those students who did not do well in class were alienated further by rarely being called by teachers to answer a question. They eventually found no motivation to remain in the classroom.27 M’Nong parents went to great lengths to explain to us researchers the difference between M’Nong and Kinh parenting practices: Kinh parents may scold their children harshly, or even beat them every now and then. We never raise our voice when speaking to ours. If they do something wrong, the old people in the house often talk it out with them in a gradual and discreet manner. When they genuinely feel sorry, they would never repeat the mistake. Just look at the adults, while the Kinh curse and fight each other to a broken end, we only talk to heal.28 Idealistic as it may sound on the M’Nong part and exaggerating as it could be for the Kinh, the conversational and peaceful approach of the former is in direct contrast with the criticism and punishment in public employed by the Viet teachers. Are Viet teachers aware of this difference? We brought this question back to our informants. “Of course, we must talk to them especially sweetly to sway them,” Ms. Nga described her and 24



Interview with Mrs. Nguyen Thu Hang, Dak Mil District, September 2005. In 1990, an estimation of the Tay and Nung migrants was 220,000 (UBKHXHVN 1990: 12). The number of minority groups is now 31, with approximately half come from outside of province (HDND Đắk Nông 2006). 26 Interview with Mr. Le Hoang Son, Dak Song District, May 2005. 27 Interview with Mrs. Dao Thi Nga (ibid.). 28 Parents’ discussion in Dak Mil District, September 2005. 25
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her colleagues’ sensitivity toward their local populace.29 Despite their recognition of cultural difference, our peek while visiting an operating classroom gives us reason to doubt. The ultimate authority of the teacher administered in the form of a series of verbal commands, aided by a wooden ruler that would regularly hit the table surface or the blackboard conveyed a tense ambience that could well turn into an air of frustration and intimidation. Again, no teacher had ever been directly criticized by the parents, nor the local community had ever been approached for consultation in culturally sensitive matters. While discourse on education is indeed salient in both school setting and local community, teachers and M’Nong parents seem to talk past one another. A genuine dialogue between them is missing. There is an aspect of which teachers and M’Nong parents most clearly disagree, even though this disagreement has never been voiced directly to each of the parties. Teachers and provincial officials, Viet and M’Nong alike, all attribute the unsatisfactory performance and early dropping out of minority students to their lack of interest and motivation, and especially that of their parents and the adult community at large. In Mr. Son’s words, “no matter how hard you try to mobilize (van dong) [the parents], they just don’t see it. They do not see the value of schooling. For them it would be fine if their kids can just grow up to be farmers working in dried field (ray). They would not ask for more than that”.30 Echoing this reasoning, a high rank official articulates: The lack of an awareness of the benefits of schooling lies at the heart of the problem of education for the minorities in our province. Their [the M’Nong’s] understanding is very low and limited (nhan thuc rat thap va han che). Parents do not take pride in sending their children to school, they do not see the importance of being cultured.31 This in turn is believed to be reflected in the lack of motivation among students in the classroom. Mrs. Hang described her students as “not knowing what learning is for. They do not have a sense of purpose or aim. Once they could not solve a [math or science] problem or complete an assignment and get criticized by teacher, they would easily drop [out of school].”32 Both data from our survey and interview materials directly challenge this view. Ninety-eight percent of respondents agree, very strongly or strongly, with statements that “the aim of study is to have a more prosperous life” and 94 percent agree that “it is for one’s self to achieve social progress” (Chart 3). In all of parents’ discussions, participants were starkly clear of their expectations of their children and their schooling. Among the most frequently listed occupations were government post, factory job, followed by medical doctor and teacher. Some M’Nong parents were especially specific about their children’s prospects: We’ve heard that electricity will come everywhere. Supporting pillars will have to be erected and cables will have to be connected. If only my son can get a job as a cable worker in an electric company, we would be glad.33 A M’Nong mother’s expectations of her children’s learning are verbalized as follows: Whichever job [my children would get], I just want them to be smart and savvy. They must know how to apply what they learned to operate the home economy (hach toan kinh te gia dinh), how to be thrift and how to calculate the profits.34



29



Interview with Mrs. Dao Thi Nga (ibid.). Interview with Mr. Le Hoang Son (ibid.). 31 Interview with Mr. Do Van Nguyen, Department of Education and Training, September 2005. 32 Interview with Mrs. Nguyen Thu Hang (ibid.). 33 Parents’ discussion in Dak R’Lap District, May 2005. 34 Parents’ discussion in Dak Song District (ibid.). 30



10



Chart 3. To have schooling is to... 4.8 1.4



1.2 0.8 42.2



Inappropriate



49.7



Disagree Agree 55.7



Strongly Agree



44.1



have a more prosperous life



to be more progressive



When asked of which level of education they wish their children to complete, more than 50 percent respondents who have school-attending children state secondary or high school (55.2 percent for daughters and 60 percent for sons) (Chart 4). We soon will see in the next section to what extent the high school diploma is essential for the future prospect of the M’Nong youths. Suffice here to note that in contrast with the predominant view of teachers and officials, M’Nong parents do clearly understand the value of education in the most general terms. In other words, in present day highlands, education is one of the sources of aspiration of social mobility for the M’Nong as much as for the Kinh. Assuming a mediator role between the two prime parties of the education dialogue, in one of our follow-up trips, we conveyed a message of the M’Nong understanding of the aims of education to the teachers participating in our research. All but one Viet teachers kept silent; the only vocal one objected by questioning me whether I knew the difference between what was said and what would be done. Two young M’Nong teachers gave me a blank look, while the senior a charged stare: “There’re many things your survey cannot obtain; neither your interviews.”35 Following this hint, I turned to look elsewhere but the school setting itself and eventually tapped the roots of the above reported miscommunication. Chart 4. Desired Schooling Level for Children
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Interview with Mr. Y’Roan (ibid.).
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I have found that the lack of a genuine dialogue between teachers and M’Nong parents is derived from an absence of interaction between them in their daily life in the first place.36 Except for the two teachers of the provincial boarding school who lived in the school campus in Gia Nghia, all the Viet teachers who talked to us had their house by the road or at major intersections; some kept a small convenient shop. This is also true for most of the Viet and non-local teachers, including the Tay and the Nung who recently settled in the region. Apart from the salary, teachers and their family also have income from trading activities, such as taking stock of cash crop produce for later wholesales. Some of them own farms on which they hire farmers, mostly Viet or of minority groups from the north, to work. In terms of both geographical location and livelihood, Viet teachers have little if no connection with the M’Nong. That is perhaps the reason why their trip to the M’Nong village is often highlighted in their narrative as an extraordinary record of their dedication: they would have to go out of their way to reach their critical masses. The M’Nong parents, likewise, have hardly come into contact with their children’s teachers. Except for parental meetings held twice a year, M’Nong parents do not take the initiative to visit teachers’ houses on the Teacher Day and the Viet New Year as their Viet counterparts. The distance between teachers and M’Nong communities is rooted in a more profound transformation of the local political economy in the past two decades, with special reference to the teaching profession. The highest waves of spontaneous migration from coastal lowlands and northern uplands in the early 1990s followed shortly what was termed “crisis in education” in the then Dak Lak.37 This alarming situation was reported as follows: Teachers’ dedication has fallen; many of them do not put their mind to teaching, of which quality has decreased as if ‘the lecturer has left his or her profession while s/he is still in the teaching platform’. The number of those who actually have left the profession tend to increase: there are tens of applications to change the location or to change profession every year. During the academic year of 1987-1988, 101 teachers left their job, making the total number of the resigned reach 300 in the year 1988-1989 (UBKHXHVN 1990: 219). The decade of 1990 witnessed a major transformation of teachers’ workforce in the Central Highlands. A vast majority of teachers who were originally assigned to their post in the uplands have now left and joined their family to register in the same or different province as migrants, and by extension, joined the non-state workforce. To fill this gap, which has since widened, new recruits for quick-fix training came from the locals, most of whom, again, were coastal Viet or northern ethnic. In an opposite direction, some of the teachers who left their job in the homeland to join their family to migrate would reclaim a post in the new settlement. I heard complaints about the quality of the newly recruited teachers. While these complaints may or may not reflect their actual ability, I doubt they implicitly hint at an intricate connection between teachers and the livelihood-driven migration movements that was largely unapproved by the natives.38 A comment on the provincial dialect of a teacher reported above, therefore, may not be as naive as it sounds. In my interpretation, it could well allude to a broader criticism of the M’Nong aimed at their newly settled compatriots. The alienation of the M’Nong in formal schooling system is even more visually experienced. Every school is modeled after a seamless architecture: a U-shaped annex of buildings surrounding a square or rectangular open courtyard laid out on a flattened ground. The shape and color of doors and windows resemble either Soviet-style blocks of flats or post-colonial style that is recently revived in major cities. Variations, adaptations, considerations of topographical and climatic conditions, not to mention cultural features specific to each locale, are virtually absent. It seems to us visitors that the way schools are built is to comfort youths of second and third generations of migrants, who understandably outnumber the natives in the classroom, and remind 36



Action Aid Vietnam also observes the same lack of information exchange between teachers, parents, and community (AAV 2003: 24-25). 37 More than 60 percent of the total spontaneous migrants from 1986 to 1996 arrived in Dak Lak during the five years of 1991-1995 (Do Van Hoa and Trinh Khac Tham 1999: 91). 38 Space limit prevents me to elaborate this field observation at length. It suffices here to say that the M’Nong we met were both critical of the settlers and vocal of their criticism.
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them of the social landscape once familiar to their forebears. This doubt of ours is confirmed by a brief survey of school names. Except for one school named after a M’Nong figure, N’Trang Long,39 and schools that take location as their names, the vast majority of schools are given names of Viet figures that are completely alien to local history and memories. School names such as Chu Van An, Nguyen Tat Thanh, Le Dinh Chinh, Le Van Tam, etc., often found their way to the provincial and national media.40 Three of the four newest schools built in the year 2005-2006 are named Hung Vuong, Quang Trung, and Phan Boi Chau. We can recall that while it must be a good sense to name the new province Dak Nong instead of Quang Duc, it must indeed make a perfect sense to name new schools after the legendary founder of today’s Vietnam and two Viet historical figures regarded as national heroes. A similar naming practice applies to streets and locations that are recently mapped. Naming and architecture, at best in their capacity of symbolic violation, attest the power of on-going efforts to write the national history on one of the most distant parts of its sovereignty (Bourdieu and Passeron 1977, Pelley 2002).41 While omissions and miscommunications must be common in daily exchange, the way in which they are negated does indeed say something about the social relations between the parties involved. The more I learn of the on-going socio-economic transformation of the highlands, especially of the increased economic differentiation and social distance between the settlers and the indigenous, the majority and the minorities, the more I am convinced that not only teachers and M’Nong parents talk past each other, there is also a void space between them that is engulfed by something unspeakable. Some of the sources of this unspeakability eventually open up to us when we probe further about one of the supposed outcomes of schooling: the ability to join the workforce. We now look at the occupation choices that are available to M’Nong youths, the kind of access they have to these opportunities, and the actual ability to get them. ...to Missed Opportunities Rapid economic development undoubtedly brings about new job opportunities in Dak Nong. Civil construction and electric workers are in immediate demand, while new factories, workshops and mixed enterprises are getting prepared to recruit workers on a regular or seasonal basis. In the meantime, former state-owned forest and agricultural enterprises have transformed themselves into state-owned or mix-owned companies. This transformation helps open up enterprises that once exclusively served migrants and offer jobs to the locals. For the first six months of 2006, the Department of Labor, Invalid, and Social Welfare claims to have created 5,800 new jobs in the province or 48.5 percent of its target and aims at creating another 6,000 jobs for the second half of the year. Dak Nong even sends its laborers abroad: 168 workers have been contracted to work in Malaysia and Taiwan during the first half of 2006. Vocational schools offer short term training to more than 1,500 students during the same period.42 Unfortunately, I cannot obtain the exact breakdown of the above statistics of employment and vocational training by ethnic groups. Our conversations with M’Nong parents, however, clearly demonstrate that not only are they well aware of the availability of these opportunities, they also want their children to get one of these jobs. Some of them even compare and contrast specific jobs, construction workers versus electric workers, for instance. Others show particular knowledge of the prospect of becoming a state cadre at the commune or district level or a primary school teacher, and express details of the salary and benefits one can get in these posts. That the M’Nong would be content growing up to become farmers is a myth in official narratives.
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Andrew Hardy, introductory essay of the Vietnamese translation the second volume of of Henri Maitre’s Les jungle du Moi, forthcoming. 40 Short bios of each of the figures will be added. 41 Giving schools Vietnamese names is, however, a practice of not only the Socialist Republic of Vietnam. In the same year of 1955 when the central highlands had officially become a part of the national territory of the Republic of Vietnam, Collège Sebatier was renamed the Nguyen Du School and the curriculum became Vietnamese (Hickey 1982: 10). 42 Ủy ban Nhân dân Tỉnh Đắk Nông, ibid.
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Becoming state officials, or working for the government, is most frequently mentioned in the job preference list in our survey. This aspiration is not without foundation: the local M’Nong may look up to 288 M’Nong men and women who are currently working in administrative offices of various levels, representing 46 percent of the total posts held by the non-Viet. While we do not know the current proportion of the officials of minority backgrounds out of the total number of state officials in Dak Nong, the provincial authority has set a target to bring it up to 20 percent by the year 2010.43 The considerable knowledge and desires of some parents of non-agricultural jobs for their children seem to contradict with the survey data. When asked “Which level of education would you prefer your child(ren) to complete?” a significantly high percentage of respondents chose “Inappropriate”: 29.5 percent for daughters and 26 percent for sons (Chart 4). We brought this “inappropriateness” to parents’ group discussions hoping for a clarification. What encountered us was far beyond our expectation: a frustration, at times anger, at the injustice reported to dominate schools and especially examinations. The most vociferous mother in a group described an exam her son recently attended: In the exam rooms, Kinh students hid cheat-sheets in their bodies under clothes. Some teachers even brought them the solutions or answers; all they had to do was to copy them down and submit. Our children had always been diligent at school but failed. As they failed, they were upset and gave up.44 A similar situation is reported in all of the sites of our research. A father of a daughter who made it through 12th grade yet ended up without a diploma voiced his frustration: My daughter has high self respect. She would rather drop out than cheat. For all her schooling years, she never cheated once. But she was not alone. All of her [M’Nong] friends did not know how to cheat. We never teach our children to lie. How can I tell her to bring and use the cheat-sheets in the exam? She left without the diploma.45 Other parents add: We are unlike those [the Kinh parents] who would visit teachers at home every now and then. We never bring gifts to the teachers. Bribing (lo lot) or lobbying (chay chot) is unthinkable for us. Our children are left with whichever mark they get. We would not do anything to change the mark. Nor we have the money [to buy good marks]. No wonder teachers never support our [M’nong] children.46 Not until summer 2006 when the national media picked on a scandal of serious fraud in exam administration brought up by a teacher in Ha Tay province, Mr. Do Viet Khoa47 followed more than a year later by a release of outrageous video clips, shot by cellular phone of chaotic exam rooms in Quang Binh and Nghe An provinces,48 had the public became highly critical of the administration of exams and education quality. What was reported by Khoa and shown on the video clips were indeed more or less similar to the on-going situation described by M’Nong parents of their children’s exam experience. As most of them are more shy than their nonM’Nong classmates, M’Nong youths often keep silent as offensive acts go on in front of their eyes. Nowhere is the discrimination against minority students, or to put it more precisely, an explicit favoritism toward Kinh ones, is stronger than in the exam halls. Some of the M’Nong youths share this frustrated scene with their parents, while others keep quiet. Demoralized and disillusioned, very few if any would take a second trial to obtain the high school diploma. The irony is that the diploma itself is the key to jobs of which M’Nong parents, and perhaps youths themselves, dream to get. All companies require high school diploma as a prerequisite. 43



Vietnam’s Communist Party Online 5 September 2007. “Thực trạng đội ngũ cán bộ dân tộc thiểu số hiện nay ở Đắk Nông”. http://www.cpv.org.vn/details.asp?id=BT590760813 44 Parents’ discussion in Dak Song (ibid.). 45 Parents’ discussion in Dak Mil (ibid.). 46 Parents’ discussion in Dak Mil (ibid.). 47 Tienphong Online 22 June 2006. “Gặp “giám thị tố cáo tiêu cực thi cử” ở Hà Tây”. http://www.tienphongonline.com.vn/Tianyon/Index.aspx?ArticleID=51060&ChannelID=71 48 Thanh Nien Online 09 November 2007. “Những đoạn phim gây sốc về tiêu cực thi cử”. http://www2.thanhnien.com.vn/Giaoduc/2006/9/3/161181.tno
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- Every time my son prepares a job application, he is asked to include a photocopy of the diploma. He doesn’t have it. His school even refuses to issue a paper saying he completed the 12th grade; he just did not pass the final exam. Without the diploma or this certificate, he is never able to apply for a worker’s job. - But you don’t need a high school diploma to work in a restaurant, a beauty salon, a mechanic or electronics shop, or any shop – I protested, pointing out that numerous restaurants and shops have recently opened in Gia Nghia. - You haven’t talked to a restaurant girl, have you? They are not locals, but come from Buon Ma Thuot or Binh Phuoc, or all the way from Ho Chi Minh city. And they even have weekend leave just like the officials!49 I have come to realize that Gia Nghia is a bureaucratic town in the first place. Its service sector caters to officials and cadres who commute from Buon Ma Thuot on a weekly basis. In the weekends when customers return to their home, most of the restaurants and shops are closed. Answering my query why he does not employ locals, M’Nong in particular, the owner of one of the restaurants we frequented smiled: “You must be joking. They [the M’Nong] do not have a sense of time or work discipline, not even the service spirit. You surely do not want to go out of business by putting them to work.”50 Perhaps to help ease a tense expression on my face, he added with a curious blink: “Plus, all the [M’Nong] prettiest [women] have already enrolled in performance troupes. They wouldn’t wait in our restaurants or hotels.” The above quoted pejorative judgment of the M’Nong and their lack of modern work ethics is quite popular among the average Viet. It proves to survive a long time, as it is rooted in the conceptualization of the indigenous highlanders put forth in late 1980s by Vietnamese ethnologists, guided by Marxist-Stalinist evolutionist thinking (Evans 1985). While this is not a place to detail multiple manifestations of this perception in daily life in Dak Nong, it suffices to say that the M’Nong and the minorities in general are portrayed as backward and at an inferior stage of development. “[T]he minorities [are],” as described in the 1990 research of the Committee of Social Sciences, “in the process to slowly dissolve its traditional communal society while entering a privatization as the country is inevitably transiting to socialism” (UBKHXHVN1990: 28). Before 1975, the research finds, “[the indigenous] was fundamentally in the transition between the last stage of primitive communal society to a class society, distorted by the turmoil of feudalism and especially of the French old colonialism and the new American colonialism” (UBKHXHVN 1990: 22, italics original). It goes on to propose an affirmative act in education policy for the minorities. “Between now [1990] and the year 2000 and 2005, [...] primary education can be made compulsory for a more limited target including children of schooling age, citizens of adolescence and middle age, and especially the managers and the workforce. From this platform, approximately 20 percent of the primary school graduates would proceed to secondary school, and 5 percent would continue to high school” (UBKHXHVN 1990: 51, italics original). The same logic of leveling down to match the development stage specific to the minorities, summarized in a phrase “aiming to fit their level”, applies in every arena of socio-economic policy. Imbued with the image of the minorities lacking modern industrial ethics, employers in present day Dak Nong, mostly Viet, hesitate in their hiring. A requirement of high school diploma effectively bars the M’Nong from the job market. Schooling proves an opposite of a meritocratic springboard for social mobility for the M’Nong youth regardless of their aspirations for education and a progressive future. With its internal structure of inequality, the schools fail to foster national integration across ethnic groups, and instead breed exclusion. To be sure, it does produce young citizens, but those of different projections of their future, which in turn are supposed to be ethnically differentiated to fit what the state deems appropriate. Class is, in this sense, intrinsically linked to ethnicity. In the multi-ethnic setting of Dak Nong, the class-ethnicity interlocking is reproduced precisely at the site where the nation-building project administers 49 50



Parents’ group discussion in Dak Mil (ibid.). Casual conversation with Mr. Dinh in Gia Nghia, September 2005.
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through its most visible and experiential devices: the school. As stories collected from the field attest, schools only prepare certain kind of youths for certain kind of jobs. At schools, the majority of young M’Nong, instead of learning to become workers in a fast industrializing country, first and foremost learn of a sense of their social position and limits. This is what schooling means for them; and they learn it the hard way. Schooling, with this specific meaning of social positioning, is visually and bodily experienced. From early schooling days, M’Nong youths would learn precisely in which particular way they would eventually miss out on the opportunities their classmates and cohorts elsewhere may grasp. Whether or not M’Nong youths accept what is in store for them is yet an entirely different matter. Contested Intentionalities and Alternative Spaces of Positioning It would be seriously misleading if the above presented accounts of the paradoxes of education in Dak Nong give an impression of the victimization or self-victimization on the part of the M’Nong. Nor it is meant to charge teachers of their wrong intention or misconduct. On the contrary, by presenting unmediated voices from each side I hope to make clear the genuine intentions of each party expressed in good faith . Inasmuch as teachers see themselves as contributing to the enlightenment of local youths, local parents do have their own aspirations for their children, and by extension, a project of their life. What parents have described of their children’s experience at schools hints that the M’Nong youths are by no means docile bodies to be inculcated with some dominant ideology that justifies their subordination. By contrast, we can infer from both teachers’ and parents’ accounts the extent to which students themselves are critical about schooling and at times resist in their own ways against the experience of being schooled, i.e., being socially and ethnically positioned. Recalling the very first instance a Viet teacher gives to demonstrate the language incompetence of M’Nong fourth or fifth graders, any reader who has once taken or taught a second language class would immediately spot something unusual. In a particular context of speech, one does not need to literally understand the words spoken to follow the specific commands. Moreover, ‘book opening’ and ‘class dismiss’ are in fact all too common to miss. We can only speculate that by citing the incidents, exaggerated as they may be, the teacher seems to emphasize perhaps not simply the students’ inability but also a non-collaborating attitude. On the students’ part, if it does happen, it may signify a lack of willingness to comply. Even the most innocuous incident can be a contested site of contrasting intentions. It is nothing new to suggest that numerous cases of school absence or drop-outs reported for more or less similar reasons – not being able to pay school fees, or failing to hand in homework, or consequently, being criticized or punished in public – can also be seen as acts of resistance. However, instead of seeing these more or less self-detrimental moves as weapons of the weak, I tend to see them as having a message to convey, a message about discrimination and school abuse, of unsatisfactory exchanges at school, and of frustrated hopes. Instead of seeing the reactions of M’Nong students as negative, something about their passivity, I tend to see them as communicating tokens as they articulate the unspeakable. None of the parents participating in our research heard directly from Mrs. Hang or her colleagues that they or their children “do not have a sense of purpose or aim”. But all what they said in group discussions and our follow up conversations justified the reverse. It powerfully attests their right to have purpose and desire, or a project, in life, precisely the right of intention consistently rejected by teachers and officials. By upholding a make-belief image of the minorities as simple, honest, modest, and peaceful peoples, educators and officials alike refuse them the right to be sophisticated and capable of competing for better jobs, better life, and meaningful pursuits. By articulating their aspirations and desires, the M’Nong parents forcefully assert their intentionality, and by extension, that of their children. It is indeed true that when intentionalities are contested, their contestation compellingly reveals the structurally defined differences and differentials of power at and beyond schools (Ortner 2001). Even though we rarely had direct access to school-attending students, our discussions with post-schooling young adults confirm the agency of M’Nong students in particular and of M’Nong 16



youths at large. This can be seen in their intended rejection of the social positioning imposed on them, as reported below: At the time my third sister started primary school, my brother and I were in the secondary. School construction and other fees of three of us came close to half a million. We could request an exemption had we obtained a “poor household” status. My father talked to my mother of getting the certificate [of poor household]. One morning I saw a classmate handing a copy of it to the teacher. It was written “stupid” (ngu) as the status, not poor (ngheo), in M’Nong language. Actually, it read “stupid and insane” (khung) to our [M’Nong] eyes. Back home I told my parents: “I’d rather leave school than have our family labeled such.” They kept silent. The next day, they went to borrow some cash to cover the fees for my siblings. I started helping my uncle renting water pumps apart from working in our fields.51 A certificate of a poor household status, granted by the local authority, is key to numerous material benefits: exemption from school and other fees, guaranteed access to collateral-free loans and many other free services. It is part of multiple state funded strategic programs pouring down hundreds of millions of dong aiming at poverty eradication in the remote areas and among the minorities. It could be a genuine mistake on the M’Nong cadre choosing the translation of the term “poor” to include in the subtitle of the certificate in an attempt to convey the meanings of “the neediest”. How “the neediest” turns “idiot” may just be a matter of individual interpretation; but the forthright rejection on the part of the student and his family in the above narrative conveys a strong sense of their conscious choice. Instead of passively accepting their constraints, some of the M’Nong deliberately refuse to internalize the socio-economic structure that powerfully shapes their life. Very few or none of the M’Nong youths we met saw themselves as victims or losers. Instead, a strong sense of purposeful choice is reaffirmed many times in our discussion of jobs and occupations. A bright M’Nong woman recalls: When I was younger I wanted to be a primary school or pre-school teacher working in our own commune. I was not bad in learning, my notebooks were often selected for exhibition of neat handwritings. I once won the district math contest and served as the team leader of the Youth League for three years. By the time I completed secondary school, the policy that allowed secondary school graduates to be trained as teachers was abolished. Three or five more years of high school, then pedagogical college seemed unbearably long for me. So I left. Some suggested that I enrol in a singing contest to join a performance troupe; but I did not want to become a performer because I did not want to live far away from home. If we were allowed to go on from there [to pedagogical training], there could have been more M’Nong teachers now.52 The confidence the woman exudes attests her rightness of choice: happily married, she now owns three hectares of coffee and hundreds of pepper poles, and one of her two children goes to district boarding school. She expresses no regret of not becoming a professional singer, for having a happy family fulfils her life. She is now the soloist in the choir of her church. Similar sense of purpose that guides regular and accumulated course of actions of the M’Nong youths in quest of a fulfilling life can be best seen elsewhere but schools. In search for the M’Nong alternative spaces of positioning, I once entered a house of an evangelist. It was a brick house built on the ground and the interior was arranged more or less like that in a Kinh house. From the central living area where I was offered a cool tea, I could see an adjust compartment with a blackboard on the wall at the far end. Our host explained that the living area can be turned into a classroom that can accommodate 30-40 learners who would come and study the Bible. I walked to the board to have a closer view of a neat M’Nong handwriting in Latin letters. My fieldnotes that transferred what my host described of his weekly schedule read:
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Youths’ discussion in Dak R’lap, May 2005. Casual conversation with Mrs. H’Mai (ibid.).
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The three consecutive days in the middle of the week – Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday – are used for gatherings according to age and gender. Wednesday is for children of primary school age: 30-40 would come to pray and listen to Bible stories before practice singing. Thursday is for teenagers and youths who come to play games and join a competition on the knowledge of the Bible, in between of singing practice. Friday is exclusively for women of all ages. They would exchange about crops and prices on the market or share what they know about loan or land certificate procedure, or anything that would interest others, before taking turn to recite selected Bible episodes. Because these gatherings among women are a lot of funs, the evangelist adds, some unmarried girls join both the youth and women groups and thus come to his house on two consecutive days. This schedule keeps the evangelist especially busy preparing for the content of teaching as well as inventing new forms of fun activities. The choir would take care of the practice among themselves and sometimes summon an additional evening at home of one of the members.53 Readers who are familiar with the structure and operation of the Motherland’s Front and its mass organizations in Vietnam would be stunned to recognize a striking parallel between the former and that of a house church briefed here. When asked of the significance and benefits of participating in these activities, comments from youths and women who attend these gatherings sound astonishingly familiar with those from members of the Communist League or Women’s Union elsewhere in the lowland. “It is not only joyous,” a young woman states, “we also learn a lot and receive support from each other. The teacher [evangelist] gives us guidance that assures us. The more you take part, the more you want to contribute, not money, but with what you can do, like singing or story telling.”54 It’s not just for fun, indeed, it is not ultimately about having fun. We gather to tell each other many things helpful for us. How to estimate the volume of water you need to buy for your coffee during the dry season, for example, or how to dry the pepper seeds properly, when and how to spray the chemicals to the cashew, so on and so forth. But it is not like in extension service trainings where they always want you to buy varieties or products from them. We go there [the house church] for what we really need.55 I learned this pattern [of weaving] from a friend when we were listening to a [Bible] story. The story was at times quite moving that my friend stopped showing me the steps. In the end we did finish a stretched palm length. Many of my friends in the neighborhood became skillful craft makers from those Bible nights.”56 These Protestant house churches, as these accounts suggest, serve as places where recreational activities and vocational training are offered, interspersed with Bible teaching, which is thought of as story-telling for many participants. The vocational training is by no means systematic or exhaustive; rather it is ad-hoc and pragmatic and timely attends to the needs of daily life. Participants attend these gatherings not only to be enriched with knowledge and skills but also, and perhaps most importantly, to be assured of themselves and their moves, be it a livelihood or an emotional matter. Moreover, the Bible night I attended had an unmistakable familiar ambience: it resembled nights when the elderly would recite legendary epics, interspersed with fun stories and moral fables, in such a charming way that would make listeners return for more. Instead of a fireplace on a bamboo floor as often romantically represented on popular media, however, the participants would gather around a large screen television set from what they would watch beautiful scenes of far-away places and learn of stories of people who are so different from them yet share miraculously similar feelings. The house churches indeed offer an alternative space where the M’Nong can chose and shape their own positioning through sharing not suffering but aspirations and hopes, and an assured sense of purpose, or a sense of project in life, and actively engage themselves in the materializing of their project. It is an alternative space, or one 53



Fieldnotes of a visit to an evangelist, Mr. Dieu Bang, Dak Song District, September 2005. Youths discussion in Dak Song District, September 2005. 55 Youths discussion in Dak Song District (ibid.). 56 Youths discussion in Dak Song District (ibid.). 54
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among other spaces, that helps prepare the M’Nong to become certain kinds of people, the kinds they would want for themselves. It is, in short, where their intentionality fulfils. * * * Within a relatively short time since its establishment, the province of Dak Nong received and planned a large budget for cultural matters. A total budget of VND 182.2 billion from multiple sources has been allocated between 2004 and 2010 for the construction of 129 cultural houses in villages and a number of cultural centers in some districts or regions, to develop a library network, to train local cadres in preservation and promotion of culture, to collect and restore oral tradition, to compile historical annals and epics of the minority groups, to devise M’Nong language textbooks and dictionary, to erect monuments and preserve historical sites.57 From 2005 to 2007, 40 classes of gong playing have been organized training approximately 600 M’Nong youths. The funding comes from UNESCO US$ 91,000, aided by additional US$ 43,000 from the state.58 From 2005 to 2009, the province is supposed to carry out a VND 5 billion project to restore traditional festivals, decorative patterns, the arts of playing gong and other folk musical instruments.59 In 2006, the province is reported to have successfully restored 20 traditional festivals and rituals, completed the construction of 117 cultural houses in villages, bought and equipped 14 sets of gong to performance troupes, and organized 7 training courses of traditional weaving for 100 participants.60 In October 2007, a historical site commemorating N’Trang Long received a national certificate from the Ministry of Culture, Information, and Tourism, the construction of which is estimated to cost about VND 30 billion.61 In July 2005, it is reported that more than 37,000 Protestants in Dak Nong received VND 102 billion in aid from the provincial authority.62 A year later, in July 2006, the number of Protestants increased to 40,000, who go to 6 “branches” (churches) and 52 “points of praying” (house churches) across the province.63 The Evangelical Divinity Institute of the Evangelistic Association of Viet Nam (Southern part) granted its certificate to 32 local evangelists who were the first graduates from its training. Nine of the graduates later became ordained as ministers, and another 37 evangelists obtained their certificate from the second training course offered by the Institute.64 Within a year from July 2006, the number of Protestant churches and registered points of praying doubled, 13 for the former and 105 for the latter, the number of evangelists reached 200 and the number of ordained ministers reached 14.65 The exchange, or lack thereof, between teachers and parents regarding education, as I hope this paper has made clear, is not simply a matter of miscommunication or unintended misunderstanding. The predicaments of education in Dak Nong are in fact rooted in the majority/migrant//minority/indigenous relationship that is powerfully shaped by state policy and local practices. Furthermore, due to the centralized examination system and diploma-based 57



Vietnam’s Communist Party Online 5 June 2005. “Đắk Nông: đầu tư phát triển văn hóa cơ sở”. http://www.cpv.org.vn/details.asp?id=BT540032347 58 Vietnam’s Communist Party Online 12 October 2007. “Đắk Nông tổ chức 40 lớp truyền dạy cồng chiêng”. http://www.cpv.org.vn/details.asp?id=BT1290757640 59 Vietnam’s Communist Party Online 5 January 2005. “Đắk Nông bảo tồn truyền thống văn hóa dân tộc M'Nông”. http://www.cpv.org.vn/details.asp?id=BT410585305 60 Vietnam’s Communist Party Online 17 January 2007. “Đắk Nông: Bảo tồn văn hóa cho đồng bào dân tộc thiểu số” according to Công an Nhân dân http://www.cpv.org.vn/details.asp?id=BT1710734931 61 VOV 8 October 2007. “Đắk Nông: Phục dựng khu di tích lịch sử Anh hùng dân tộc N’Trang Lơng”. http://www.vietnamtourism-info.com/tindulich/tinvan/article_15789.shtml 62 Vietnam’s Communist Party Online 2 July 2005. http://www.cpv.org.vn/details.asp?id=BT270540259. The number of both Catholics and Protestants was reported in December of 2005 was 140000. 63 Vietnam’s Communist Party Online 16 July 2006. “Đắk Nông: Hoàn thành lớp bồi dưỡng thần học đầu tiên”. http://www.cpv.org.vn/details.asp?id=BT1670678841 64 Vietnam’s Communist Party Online 3 July 2007. “Đắk Nông bồi dưỡng kiến thức cho truyền đạo viên Tin lành”. http://www.cpv.org.vn/details.asp?id=BT280737350 65 Vietnam’s Communist Party Online 6 July 2007. “Đắk Nông: Thành lập 13 chi hội Tin lành”. http://www.cpv.org.vn/details.asp?id=BT570769445
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recruiting policy of local enterprises complicated by in-class ethnic tensions, a vast majority of M’Nong youths find themselves disqualified from mainstream job opportunities being created in their own homeland. Nevertheless, as this paper has elaborated, the M’Nong youths have probably never assumed a passive role in accepting the social positioning prepared for them at schools. Instead, they turn away in search of alternative spaces, among those house churches of Protestantism, to fulfill their intentionalities. Consequently, whether or not the paradoxes of formal education in multi-ethnic Dak Nong can be solved by promoting local language and culture remains yet to be seen.
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