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Divide
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Minorities in Vietnam

IMPLEMENTATION STUDY, DIEN BIEN 
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HIGH NATIONAL PERFORMANCE, DEEP LOCAL 
GAPS

• Vietnam performs strongly on global learning 
assessments, yet rural ethnic minorities face large 
foundational literacy gaps.

• Dien Bien context: 80% of pupils come from Mong 
and Thai communities, with limited exposure to 
Vietnamese print materials at home. 

• National Assessment: 18% of Grade 2 students 
read with comprehension, Mong students scored 
lowest at 2% (GPE, MOET).

• Digital initiatives often benefit connected urban 
schools first, leaving remote communities behind.

• Digital transformation policies create new 
opportunities - and new risks - for children.

THE VIETNAM PARADOX
PISA Test Scores vs. Country Income Level, 2015

Data source: PISA database and World Bank’s WDI database

Math Scores Reading Scores

https://www.globalpartnership.org/node/document/download?file=document%2Ffile%2F2023-vietnam-program-document-gpe-grant.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/140721527508360932/pdf/JRN-PUBLIC-Well-Begun-But-Aiming-Higher.pdf


THE QUESTION: What happens when we design digital 
learning tools for ethnic minority children first, rather than 
adapting urban solutions? 

THE APPROACH: VDCE was built from the ground up to 
serve communities - with Mong-language support, 
curriculum alignment, and offline capability. 

THE COMMITMENT: Without deliberate design, digital 
initiatives widen gaps. This study explores whether equity-
centered technology can close them.

DESIGNING FROM THE MARGINS INWARD

Vui đọc cùng em - Apps on Google Play

https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=com.oes.readingapp
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=com.oes.readingapp
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=com.oes.readingapp


MORE THAN JUST AN APP: VDCE as a whole-of-system package
THE TOOL – VDCE APP

• 500+ textbook-aligned lessons w/ audio, comprehension checks & gamified 
exercises

• Mong-language audio support and child-friendly interface

THE GUIDE – TEACHERS

• Training for 178 teachers in digital pedagogy, classroom integration and cyber-
safety

THE HOME – CAREGIVERS

• Support to install and use VDCE at home

• Simple messages on digital literacy and online child protection

THE ACCESS – INFRASTRUCTURE

• Tablets and basic connectivity support for participating schools
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DESIGNED FOR EQUITY
Starting from the furthest behind

LANGUAGE & RELEVANCE
Mong-language support and locally authored 
stories that reflect children’s lives

CURRICULUM ALIGNMENT
Lessons structured around Vietnam’s primary 
curriculum, so VDCE reinforces, rather than 
replaces, classroom teaching

INCLUSIVE DESIGN
Clear fonts, high-contrast visuals, simple 
navigation and audio narration to support 
diverse learners

OFFLINE-CAPABLE
Lessons cached on devices to function in low-
bandwidth environments, with periodic 
connectivity for updates and analytics



HOW WE MEASURED RESULTS

BASELINE ENDLINEINTERVENTION
2023 2025

636 students Grade 2-3

• Reading Assessment 

• Digital Literacy and 
Cyber-safety Survey

• Teacher and 
Caregivers Survey

VDCE App 

Teacher training

Caregiver support

Infrastructure (tablets, connection)

• Same student cohort 
followed over 24 months; 
matched analyses where 
data available.

• Reading Assessment 

• Digital Literacy and 
Cyber-safety Survey

• Teacher and Caregivers 
Survey

• Stakeholder Interviews



READING WITH 
COMPREHENSION

LARGE GAINS OVER 24 MONTHS (INTERVENTION SCHOOLS 
ONLY)

• Reading with comprehension: 21.4% → 64.0% (+42.6 pp).

• Mean reading scores: 4.6 → 7.8 out of 10.

• Emergent readers: 49.6% → 10.9%

• Interpretation: Strong associations with VDCE package; not causal 
due to pre-post design.



CLOSING THE GAP: Mong Students Made the Largest Gains
• Mong students: 1.4% → 52.2%

• Kinh students : 30.2% → 67.8%

• Mong-Kinh gap narrowed from 
32.8 pp to 15.6 pp.

WHAT THIS MEANS: 
Largest gains among furthest-
behind learners suggest Mong-
language content and inclusive 
pedagogy can help close long-
standing gaps for those furthest 
behind.



“Before, I didn’t know 
which words I was reading 
wrong. Since I started using 
the app, I feel like I read 
better, more clearly, 
and much faster.”

 - Mai*, 7



DISABILITY INCLUSION: Major Gains, More Work Ahead

PROMISING PROGRESS, BUT NOT YET PARITY

• Students with disabilities: 0.8% → 55.0% (+54.2 pp).
• Students without disabilities: 25.9% → 64.9%.
• Gap narrowed: 25.1 pp → 9.9 pp (p=0.002; small sub-

sample)
• Disability gap narrowed from 25.1 to 9.9 pp (statistically 

significant reduction, based on a small sub-sample)

ACCESSIBILITY GAP

• 95% overall: app met their visual/hearing needs.
• Suitability ratings: 64% with disabilities vs. 83.2% peers.

NEXT STEP: Strengthen Universal Design for Learning 
features (audio description, sign language, customizable text)

Proportion of RWC students



BEYOND READING: Digital Literacy & Cyber-safety

HIGH DIGITAL LITERACY

• Students: 44% → 87%
• Teachers: 29.7% → 65.2%.
• Caregivers: 58% → 83%.
• Largest gains: Mong students and Grade 2 pupils.

CYBER-SAFETY KNOWLEDGE

• Students with “good” cyber-safety knowledge: 10% 
→ 36% | low knowledge: 54% → 15%.

• By endline, 99% of teachers and 95% of caregivers 
correctly identified child-safety reporting channels.

Proportion of high digital literacy across 
students, teachers, and caregivers



SYSTEMS, NOT APPS
WHAT DID WE LEARN FROM USAGE 
DATA?

• The correlation between individual 
app usage and outcomes was 
modest (r ≈ 0.2). The gains we 
observed reflect the combination of 
app, teacher training, home 
engagement and infrastructure – not 
the technology alone.

KEY POINT FOR THIS PANEL

• Implementation matters: coaching 
teachers, engaging caregivers and 
aligning with provincial systems 
were as important as the app itself.



LIMITATIONS & INTEGRITY
DESIGN LIMITATIONS

No comparison group – control schools differed substantially at baseline, so we cannot 
claim that VDCE alone “caused” the observed gains.
 
Concurrent reforms – new curriculum roll-out and other teacher training activities may 
also have contributed.
 
Measurement constraints – disability status based on teacher reports; shared device 
use limited our ability to attribute usage to individual students.

HOW WE TALK ABOUT THE FINDINGS
• We treat results as evidence of contribution, not sole attribution.
• All findings are framed as associations within intervention schools, not definitive 

causal estimates.



IMPLICATIONS FOR THE SECTOR
1. START WITH EQUITY, NOT AVERAGES
• Local language content, culturally relevant stories and inclusive design appear central to the 

largest gains among the furthest behind.
• Equity features should be built in from the start, not bolted on later.

2. INVEST IN SYSTEMS, NOT STAND-ALONE APPS
• Results emerged from a package: app + teacher training + caregiver engagement + 

infrastructure + provincial buy-in.
• Donors should prioritise “human infrastructure” and institutional ownership alongside 

technology.

3. SCALE RESPONSIBLY
• Provincial endorsement indicates readiness for expansion – but device access, maintenance, 

connectivity and technical support remain binding constraints.
• Sustainable growth will require financing models that keep VDCE free at the point of use while 

covering long-term content, support and hardware costs.
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