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Abstract 

The self-awareness capacity has long been no stranger in the foreign education, but in Vietnam, self-
awareness capacity has only been developed in education in recent years. The self-awareness capacity 
related problems among Vietnamese students have been exacerbated such as gender-based violence, 
gender bias, wrong career choices, disorientation and school counseling activities currently could 
not support this difficulty for students. Based on the theoretical framework of self-awareness capacity 
from previous studies in Vietnam and further developing the aspects of self-awareness by age, the 
questionnaire had been done to survey of 726 lower-secondary school students and 474 upper-secondary 
school students to find the situation of their self-awareness capacity problems, as well as the need for 
self-awareness capacity problems counseling. The results demonstrated a positive correlation between 
self-awareness capacity problems and students’ need for self-awareness capacity problems counseling. In 
addition, identifying self-awareness capacity problems encountered by students helps us to develop a new 
school counseling model, as well as a process to counsel self-awareness capacity problems for students 
to enhance the self-awareness capacity and support school counseling activities effectively, also meeting 
the requirements of renewing the general curriculum in the students’ capacity development orientation 
in Vietnam.
Keywords: self-awareness, self-awareness capacity, school counseling model, school counseling 
activities, student capacity development orientation.
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Introduction 

Vietnam is in the process of renewing the general education program towards the 
development of comprehensive student competencies (MOET, 2018). The capabilities that 
the Vietnamese education program aims to be researched and implemented on the basis of 5 
competencies of social emotional learning (SEL) model, which have been very successful in 
many developed education programs around the world (Bierman & Motamedi, 2015; Peterson, 
Gaskill, & Cordova, 2018; Zins, 2004). One of the key competencies that the Vietnamese 
education program has been working towards is to enhance students’ self-awareness capacity 
(SAC) through the content of subjects and educational activities in schools, including school 
counseling (SC) activities (MOET, 2018).

According to Huynh’s study (2017) on the SAC of Vietnamese primary students when 
applying SEL education model (1004 participants), the SAC’s mean was 2.45 - belonging 
to the above average level, demonstrated that Vietnamese primary students were fairly well 
aware of themselves. However, in Nguyen’s study (2019) on secondary students’ SAC when 
applying the SEL education model (509 participants), the mean decreased to 2.40 - still at above 
average level, but significantly lower than primary students’ SAC with p = .001 (Son, 2018). 
The previous research had shown whether the SAC of Vietnamese students would continue to 
decline as they enter secondary school.

For students at secondary school levels, their self-awareness (SA) was an uninterrupted 
and important activity affecting human character formation and development (Nguyen, 2000). 
In each period of life, humans had had the tendency to judge himself or herself differently and 
express externally that SA orientation (Truong, 2003). During lower-secondary school time, 
students started an adult life, with the beginning of puberty period, they preferred to talk with 
friends rather to parents and tended to decide everything by themselves. In addition, they desired 
to be free from parents’ care, protection and needed to be recognized as an adult (Huynh, 2011b). 
SA at this age was shown mainly by the need for being recognized as an adult (Tran, 2009). 
For students at upper-secondary school, they had more life experiences with a more objective 
viewpoint of the world, they thought in a more mature manner and gradually built up their own 
egos (Nguyen, 2009). They knew how to protect their own viewpoints, how to take care of 
themselves and how to express this externally. Their SA at this age achieved substantially stable 
development (Tran, 2014). Nevertheless, human’s psychological development sometimes does 
not develop in a smooth way. Students often had arguments with parents, teachers, even friends 
in topics like personal viewpoints, lifestyle, clothing style and communication. They wanted to 
be themselves but had never been themselves (Tran, 2009). Many students became confused 
and unaware of themselves, gender and even future occupation (Nguyen, 2012). They faced 
a lot of problems in identifying hobbies, potential strongpoints and weaknesses, talents and 
capacities that they should have (Trang, 2007). 

In developed countries, the education curriculum to enhance the SAC is always invested 
and becomes an indispensable feature of the educational program (Grossbard, 1954; Roeser 
& Peck, 2009; Perez, 2011). But in Vietnam, SA has only been interested and integrated into 
learning content for about 5 years - when the achievements of SEL education model have 
been transferred into Vietnam (Son, 2019). Therefore, problems related to SA and SAC of 
Vietnamese students, especially in secondary school age (including lower-secondary and upper-
secondary school education), are always a “top-trend” topic of many scientists. Some typical 
studies in Vietnam on this issue were: self-esteem of high school students showing depression 
expressions (Nguyen, 2000); self-image of students experiencing academic stress (Tran, 2013); 
the ego of Vietnamese pedagogy undergraduate students (Nguyen, 2007); the phenomenon 
of “illusion of strength” of high school students (Huynh, 2012); self-awareness and gender 
issues of high school students (Son, Tu, Vu, & Hanh, 2019). These previous findings all pointed 
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to the importance of SC, as well as the counseling processes on the problems related to SA. 
However, up to now, Vietnam has not had a unified school counseling model (Son et al., 2019), 
including counseling processes specifically for those who have difficulties in SA. Therefore, it 
was necessary that school counselors should organize talks, sharing conference and personal 
counseling activities so that students could themselves sketch their future life prospect, put an 
effort in building it and have a better SAC. 

Facing this reality, it should be directly to confirm that the current SC activities as well 
as SC model in Vietnam do not meet the students’ need of counseling. Moreover, it could be 
a debate that the SAC problems and the need for counseling on SAC problems (NCSAC) of 
secondary students (SS) might have the correlation with each other and this correlation could 
be led to the effectiveness of SC activities in Vietnam. Therefore, by renovating the Vietnamese 
general education curriculum oriented to the capacity development of students, the purpose 
of this research was to conduct on the correlation between SAC problems and the NCSAC of 
SS to demonstrate the urgency of forming a new SC model supported by SAC problems for 
Vietnamese SS.

Research Methodology 

General Background 

In this research, the content of SAC-related problems of Vietnamese students were 
inherited from SEL’s research by authors Huynh (2017), Van Huynh, Tran-Chi and Nguyen 
(2018), Son (2019) and Nguyen (2019). Findings from these studies had shown that one of 
the factors affecting SAC of Vietnamese students was the impact of culture and educational 
programs. Vietnam is a matriarchal country, village culture and the influence of families always 
strongly influence the psychological characteristics, as well as the child’s SAC. Children 
must strictly follow family rules, as well as absolute obedience to what parents taught and 
guided. It was these outdated Confucian educational ideas that were deeply ingrained in the 
unconsciousness of Vietnamese. Thereby affecting the SAC of Vietnamese students today, they 
found it difficult to realize their strength/weakness, as well as a correct appreciation of the social 
position in their family and community. Their life goals seemed to be tightly restrained by the 
wishes of their parents and since then, many negative social problems have arisen. Therefore, 
the problems related to SAC of Vietnamese SS conducted in this study were:

-	 Recognizing personal strengths/ weaknesses (P1)
-	 Being fully aware of personal character/capacity (P2)
-	 Understanding personal aims/life ideals (P3)
-	 Identifying personal social status (P4)
-	 Knowing personal negative habits for change (P5)

Sample Selection

All participants were provided informed consent after receiving an explanation of 
the purpose of the research. Secondary school education in Vietnam is divided into 2 levels: 
lower-secondary level (from grade 6 to grade 9) and upper-secondary level (from grade 10 
to grade 12) (Tran, 2010). Therefore, the participants were 1565 students randomly chosen 
from 4 lower-secondary schools and 3 upper-secondary schools in Vietnam, after removing 
unsatisfactory responses, the total number of participants was 1200 (see Table 1 for more 
participants’ information).

Luong TRAN, Son Van HUYNH, Hoi Duc DINH, Vu Thien GIANG. Improving the self-awareness capacity of secondary school 
students by forming a school counseling model based on student capacity development orientation in Vietnam



PROBLEMS
OF EDUCATION
IN THE 21st CENTURY
Vol. 77, No. 6, 2019

725

ISSN 1822-7864 (Print) ISSN 2538-7111 (Online) https://doi.org/10.33225/pec/19.77.722

Table 1. General information of participants.

Sources F %

Gender
Male 449 37.4
Female 751 62.6

Education 
level

Lower-secondary school (from grade 6 to 9) 726 60.5

Upper-secondary school (from grade 10 to 12) 474 39.5

Grade

Grade 6 68 5.7
Grade 7 9 0.8
Grade 8 325 27.1
Grade 9 324 27.0
Grade 10 69 5.8
Grade 11 246 20.5
Grade 12 159 13.3

Living 
condition 
(Family 
status)  

With both parents 1026 85.5
With father (single-father family) 35 2.9
With mother (single-mother family) 52 4.3

With grandparents, uncle, aunt, relatives 87 7.3

Instrument and Procedures

With 5 main problems related to SAC, a questionnaire of the situation of SS’ self-
awareness and their need to be counseled on these problems was conducted. The questionnaire 
was designed in 2 steps: step 1 - rough survey with 15 open questions about SAC problems (8 
items) and the need to counsel about SAC problems (7 items), the reliability of the questionnaire 
is 0.848; step 2 - designing an official questionnaire with 10 items (eliminating 5 items that did 
not match the developmental psychological characteristics of SS), in which, 5 items related 
to SAC problems and 5 related items to the NCSAC. Besides, the questionnaire also included 
the Introduction of research objectives and instruction on questionnaire responses, and the 
Information of participants: gender, year of birth, school level, grade, living condition.  

Data Analysis 

The questionnaire results were coded based on 5 level (5-point Likert scale) as below 
(see Table 2). 

 
Table 2. Mean score encoding.

Mean Coded Level
1 to 1.80 Totally none/ Totally unnecessary 1
1.81 to 2.61 Under average/ Unnecessary 2
2.62 to 3.42 Average/ Optional 3
3.43 to 4.23 Rather difficult/ Necessary 4
4.24 to 5 Very difficult/ Totally necessary 5
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The results were shown and descriptively analyzed in the mean (M), the percentage (%) 
and the ranking (R) of the 5 main problems. A code example is MSAC, which would denote the 
mean of self-awareness capacity problems. Besides, the level of the SAC problems and the 
NCSAC of SS were coded in the descriptive statistic table as SAC1, which meant the SS had 
totally none of self-awareness capacity problems (level 1 – totally none), or NCSAC5, which 
meant the need for counseling on self-awareness capacity problems of SS was totally necessary 
(level 5 – totally necessary). The other abbreviations mentioned in the table were coded as 
above examples. By analyzing the correlation (ANOVA and Pearson Correlation tests) between 
SAC problems and SS’ needs for SAC counseling, the reliability of the results was verified. 

Research Results
	

After surveying the participants, the situation of SAC of Vietnamese SS was found as in 
Table 3 below:  

Table 3. Students’ SAC problems and the need for SAC counseling.  

Items
Levels M SD Rank

SAC1 NCSAC1 SAC2 NCSAC2 SAC3 NCSAC3 SAC4 NCSAC4 SAC5 NCSAC5 MSAC MNCSAC SDSAC SDNCSAC RSAC RNCSAC

P1
N 310 211 202 164 469 242 112 310 107 273

2.59 3.22 1.217 1.400 2 2
% 25.8 17.6 16.8 13.7 39.1 20.2 9.3 25.8 8.9 22.8

P2
N 327 160 204 176 422 285 105 311 142 268

2.61 3.29 1.292 1.322 1 1
% 27.3 13.3 17.0 14.7 35.2 23.8 8.8 25.9 11.8 22.3

P3
N 322 202 213 121 419 283 134 311 112 283

2.58 3.29 1.251 1.376 3 1
% 26.8 16.8 17.8 10.1 34.9 23.6 11.2 25.9 9.3 23.6

P4
N 380 251 198 172 405 278 147 297 70 202

2.44 3.02 1.215 1.379 4 4
% 31.7 20.9 16.5 14.3 33.8 23.2 12.3 24.8 5.8 16.8

P5
N 307 222 310 176 405 264 114 278 64 260

2.43 3.15 1.126 1.402 5 3
% 25.6 18.5 25.8 14.7 33.8 22.0 9.5 23.2 5.3 21.7

MX 2.53 3.20 1.071 1.221

MX-SAC = 2.53, evaluated as ‘below average’. Of all the 5 items, only one item reaches the 
‘moderate’ level: students specifically had difficulty in being fully aware of personal character/
capacity whereas other behaviors are below average points. 

MX-NCSAC = 3.20, evaluated as optional level. This result showed that SS only needed 
SAC problems counseling when they were in troubles, but sometimes they chose to keep for 
themselves and did not want to be counseled.

The differences in the needs of SAC counseling as well as the SAC problems in students 
with different gender, school level and living conditions were shown in Table 4. 
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Table 4. Verifying the differences among gender, school level and living condition 
related to students’ SAC problems and the NCSAC.

 

Sources
M ANOVA test SD

MSAC MNCSAC pSAC pNCSAC SDSAC SDNCSAC

Gender Male 2.42 3.09 .416 .023

1.071 1.221

Female 2.68 3.25
Education
Level

Lower-secondary school 2.68 3.42
.001 .001Upper-secondary school 2.42 3.04

Living condition
Both father and mother 2.56 3.15

.001 .001Father 1.86 4.16
Mother 2.60 3.53
Relatives/Others 2.38 3.05

Regarding gender, pSAC = .416 affirmed no significant difference between boys and girls. 
Regarding education level, pSAC = .001 affirmed a significant difference between secondary and 
high school level. High school students faced more SAC than secondary students. Regarding 
living condition, pSAC = .001 affirmed a significant difference among students with different 
living conditions. 

All indicators had pNCSAC < .05, affirmed a significant difference in SAC counseling need 
of SS based on gender, education level and living condition.

By using Pearson Correlation Test, the correlation between the SAC problems and the 
need of SAC counseling of Vietnamese SS was found in Table 5:

Table 5. Correlation coefficient between the SAC problems and the NCSAC.

SAC problems NCSAC 

SAC problems 1 .631**

NCSAC .631** 1
**. Correlation is significant at the .01 level (2-tailed).

The result with p < .01 affirmed a significant difference between the SAC and students’ 
SAC counseling need. 

Discussion

According to Jaleel (2016) in lower-secondary students’ SAC, students always desired 
to discover personal capacities and characters so as to find the differences among themselves 
and others. They needed to prove to others that they have grown up and have been mature 
enough to solve real-life challenges. The thought of desiring to become adults and motivation 
for discovering themselves attracted a lot of researchers because they considered these as 
permanent teenager’ activities, listing Duong (2008), Huynh (2011b), Nguyen et al. (2016). 
Comparing the previous findings, the result found in this research was the same. With regard to 
other behaviors of SA, some students also showed their concern, but this was not their priority 
need in their self-discovery at this age (Huynh, 2011a). Nevertheless, the results in Table 3 
showed a substantial percentage of students facing lots of difficulties in their SAC at this age. 
This made sense for the progression of human development to experience ups and downs; 
hence, there should be gaps or scrolls or even regression (Phan, 2011). This could be called as 
puberty crisis (Huynh, 2011b) or changes coming from their own living or study environment. 
These impacts caused the condition of get off track and some students faced difficulties in 
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their SAC. This feature was extremely important to SS; therefore, it would be recommended 
that school counselors should be more conscious and better prepared for appropriate plans and 
filtering methods so as to more effectively and efficiently assist those students in this special 
group. Besides, even though the need of SAC counseling is at optional level, the results in Table 
5 showed a substantial percentage of students with urgent needs of SAC counseling, mostly 
beyond 20%, accounting for one-fifth at very necessary level among the 5 problems. 

At a deeper analysis, SA is one completely decisive capacity for every human being: (1) 
At kindergarten level, children learn how to distinguish his/her gender – knowing who he/she 
is; (2) At primary level, students learn to understand more about his/her human body, begin to 
discover his/her gender activities as well as is used to self-evaluation; (3) At lower-secondary 
level, as the turning-point of puberty period, students are turning into grown-ups with clearer 
SAC: they know what they want to do, what they like to do; on the other hand, they have the 
desire to prove themselves and gradually separate themselves from parental protection; (4) 
At upper-secondary level, their SAC is further enhanced when they once again reaffirm their 
personal life values: they have the right to express their viewpoints, they almost escape their 
childhood period and are in the progress to become grown-ups (Nguyen et al., 2016). During 
each age period, one human being’ needs of SA are different, generally speaking, these needs 
have advanced as time passes by. Lower-secondary and upper-secondary levels are the two 
periods that students must be aware fully of themselves especially in their gender identification 
period (Freud, quoted in Phan, 2011) and their life specification aim (Erikson, quoted in Phan, 
2011). Therefore, the SAC counseling needs during the lower-secondary and upper-secondary 
levels have been absolutely compulsory. This content must be included in the new SC model that 
Vietnam is preparing to deploy. With subsequent studies, the proposed process of counseling on 
SAC when forming a SC model could also be a promising study in Vietnam.

With the indicators of gender, education level and living condition, some findings were 
discovered that needed to be considered when developing a SC model which was oriented 
towards student capacity development, as well as supporting SAC related problems.

Equivalently to White, Moeller, Ivcevic and Brackett (2018) research in gender 
identification and gender expression of 19,385 students in America. Their research revealed 
that there existed no difference in personal SA through 4 indicators (biological sex, gender 
identity, gender expression, sexual orientation) during students’ self-labeling or being-labeled. 
Therefore, the problems related to students’ SA are independent of gender indicator. However, 
the result showed that girls had a higher SAC need of counseling than boys. Different genders 
resulted in different counseling needs of SAC. This result was similar to the research by Leland 
(2015) related to the counseling need of SA of SS participating in Mindfulness training course. 
This research presented that the number of girls outweighs that of boys as well as girls’ post-
training-course success surpasses that of boys’. This could be concluded that selection and 
assistance tasks towards SS having SAC problems must be paid more attention to the gender 
indicator so as to achieve higher efficiency and to assure gender equality. 

The higher education level students were in, the more SAC problems they faced. This issue 
should be explained because the need of SA and of self-judgement as well as other ego-related 
problems had changed a great deal since students approached the high school age, in which, 
lots of distinctive needs were still existing within this high school environment. According 
to Hamedani and Darling-Hammond (2015), in researching American upper secondary 
students’ social emotion capacity, upper secondary students’ SAC was lower than that of lower 
secondary ones. In Vietnam, despite the fact that there had been no official research on high 
school students’ SAC, the comparison and contrast between secondary level students (Nguyen, 
2019) and primary level students (Huynh, 2017) in the study of social-emotional capacity in 
Vietnam’s current educational program showed that secondary students’ SAC was more junior 
than that of primary ones’ due to the heavy educational program at secondary level with a focus 
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on scientific knowledge while there was little time on training soft-skills, life-skills as well as 
other social emotion capacity. At high school level, the time spent on compulsory subjects in the 
upcoming graduation examination and university entrance examination was shorter and more 
stressful; consequently, their study task mostly became a pressure for each student. Furthermore, 
the period of transition from secondary to high school level as well as bodily changes during 
puberty period (Duong, 2008) affected high school students’ SAC. Therefore, high school 
students’ SAC could not be more senior than that of those from secondary level. This range led 
to the consequence that SS faced more SAC problems because this was the time that they had to 
set up their lifetime goals besides understanding their personal capacity and hobbies as well as 
define their personal core values (Pham, 2011). Besides, high school students’ SAC counseling 
needs were higher than students from secondary level. Occupational orientation is the main 
activity for high school students (Huynh, 2011): in any progress of occupational orientation 
or orientational counseling activity, the initial step to be performed is to help students raise 
their personal capacity, hobby and character (Le, 2019). More than that, SS just overcame the 
examination into grade 10 based on regulations by Ministry of Education and Training (2019), 
in which, new changes in study environment, classmates and study schedule unintentionally 
became an invisible pressure and altered students’ usual previous personal values (Nguyen, 
2000), they were usually lost at living direction and had the high SAC counseling need (Tran, 
2014). Different education levels led to different SAC counseling needs. 

Nonoyama‐Tarumi (2017), researched the impacts of single-parent families on children’s 
study achievement and life in Japan, concluded that those children living in single-mother 
families were disadvantageous (more than 50%) due to financial lack. For those children living 
in single-father families, the educational shortcoming was further explained by the lack of 
children educational resource, which was measured by discussions at home, home observation 
and participating in school activities. Children living in single-father families had fewer personal 
problems because they were assured with financial guarantee. They complained less about 
financial issue and had clearer career orientation obviously influenced by fathers; nevertheless, 
other problems (educational method, love, psychological support) were not so well-solved 
compared to those living in families with mothers. Consequently, students with different living 
conditions faced different SAC related problems besides one similarity in potential problems 
related to students’ SAC living in single-father families. Besides, by using post hoc test, those 
living with both parents and relatives presented no significant difference. The other two groups 
implied the significant differences in SAC counseling need; especially, those living with single-
parent family had very high counseling need. This could be explained as below: for single-
father families, the SAC counseling need was the highest because these students were almost 
influenced from father with masculine strength, decisiveness and ultimate decision-making in 
life (Hanna, 2015), even obeying fathers’ force in future career choice or marriage decision or 
other important events in their life (Jeynes, 2015). This led to the fact that students were losing 
their private personal viewpoint and own ego, so it was hard for them to become ‘an ideal self” 
(Rogers, 2017), consequently, the SAC counseling needs within these student groups were very 
high. Related to single-mother families, students were provided with full of maternal love, 
care and protection (Luthar & Eisenberg, 2017); however, these students lacked decisiveness 
or determinedness characters from a father (Wong, 2017) as well as suffered unstable financial 
background (Härkönen, 2018); as a result, students living in single-mother families possessed 
a rather rough SAC and they were in need of support from SC activities. 

This research had certain limitations. The SAC for a long time is no longer a problem 
in many foreign education programs around the world. However, in Vietnam, SAC has always 
been interested and invested in research to renovate the quality of education over the years. The 
issues of gender discrimination, wrong choice of career or the value crisis of many Vietnamese 
youths over the years have proved the need to implement SAC for students and also support 
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them to have the right SA to themselves. Although the results only reflected the current situation, 
the number of items in the questionnaire was very small, but these were all questions and 
difficulties in SAC that Vietnamese students encountered in many past years. Therefore, these 
findings have a certain meaning and can be an important data source to form a process of SC on 
SAC problems for HS to develop their SAC or form a new SC model having this content in the 
counseling activities when Vietnam applies a new education program.

Conclusions

In result, Vietnamese HS were facing SAC problems and their SAC counseling needs 
mainly include: identifying personal strong-points/weak-points; knowing personal character/
capacity; understanding personal goal/life ideal; identifying personal position in social 
relationship; knowing negative habits that need to change. The more SAC students faced, the 
higher the counseling needs for SAC they had. Therefore, SAC counseling in SC activity must 
be enhanced to support students in becoming more aware of himself/herself and know how to 
adjust himself/herself to be suitable to life activities. This is also the content of HS counseling 
activities on SAC problems that should be concerned by international SC models, especially 
Asian countries with cultural similarities with Vietnam.

On the other hand, from the current situation of SC activity in Vietnam, it should be 
concluded that this activity has been performed with some limitation, SC activity could not 
totally prove its efficiency compared to the general demand of Vietnam educational program. 
Therefore, the Vietnamese school counselors should put more effort in strengthening their 
academic professional knowledge and applying continuously more detailed plans related to SC 
activity for a substantial change in quality and quantity features regarding to this SC program. 
Moreover, the forming of a new SC model to meet the capacity development requirements for 
students, including SAC, is an essential condition for renewing general educational programs 
that Vietnam is about to conduct.
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