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Introduction: This study examines the mediating factors that shape student agency in a Confucian Heritage Culture (CHC) context during ongoing education reform in Vietnam. While reforms emphasize student voice and participation, cultural traditions and academic pressures may limit agency in practice.

Methods: Grounded in a qualitative case study design, the research drew on semi-structured interviews with six school leaders and open-ended survey responses from 59 secondary students across three types of schools. The adapted Agency of University Students (AUS) scale was used as a coding framework to identify enablers and constraints, with a particular focus on relational and participatory resources.

Results: Findings indicate that school-level reforms created opportunities for greater student participation. However, hierarchical norms, surveillance, and high-stakes academic expectations often constrained students' autonomy. Conversely, trust-based relationships, collaboration, and shared school missions emerged as significant enablers of agency.

Discussion: The results highlight the complex interplay between cultural values and institutional practices in shaping student agency. They suggest that meaningful reform in CHC settings requires not only structural changes in schools but also cultural adaptation to foster authentic student voice and autonomy.
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1 Introduction

The twenty-first century has ushered in unprecedented social, technological, and economic changes. Today's students must navigate a world where knowledge becomes obsolete rapidly, where careers demand adaptability and creative problem-solving, and where global challenges—from climate change to digital ethics—require informed, engaged citizens (OECD, 2019). These shifts call for learners who are not merely compliant recipients of instruction, but active, self-directed participants in their own learning and in shaping their communities.

Against this backdrop, student agency has emerged as a global buzzword in educational policy and research. Far from being a passing trend, it reflects a fundamental rethinking of the learner's role: the capacity to set goals, make choices, take responsibility, and influence learning environments to achieve meaningful outcomes (Vaughn, 2018; OECD, 2019). Studies link strong agency to improved academic performance, social-emotional wellbeing, and lifelong learning dispositions (Hill, 2019; Rector-Aranda and Raider-Roth, 2015). Fostering and nurturing student agency, thus, is beneficial to both students and the education system (OECD, 2019).

Student agency is considered as a process and a product of students' learning endeavors. The facilitating factors for in the process for student agency are students' individual antecedents (e.g., self-efficacy, interest, goals, personality, competence beliefs), institutional antecedents (e.g., peers and relationships with teachers, teaching practices, instructional design), and societal elements (e.g., social expectations of career advancement, definition of success) (Stenalt and Lassesen, 2022). For instance, in a secondary school context, a student's confidence and self-efficacy may be fostered by supportive teachers, shaped by peer collaboration in class projects, and reinforced by strong societal expectations for academic achievement as a pathway to future career success. This layered interplay between individual, institutional, and societal influences creates a hierarchical context that strongly informs students' sense of agency.

The research gap is striking. Existing models of student agency—such as the Agency of University Students (AUS) framework (Jääskelä et al., 2021)—were designed for university settings and often assume cultural norms of individual autonomy that do not align neatly with CHC schooling. While much of the discourse and empirical evidence on agency has been developed in higher education contexts, secondary schooling plays a formative role in developing the dispositions and skills that underpin agency. Research on secondary schools is not absent; studies in the U.S. and other Western contexts have examined agency in relation to engagement, student voice, and standardized testing (Ferguson et al., 2015; Mitra, 2008; Toshalis and Nakkula, 2012). Yet, even where Asian cases are considered, the emphasis often remains on classroom participation or individual dispositions rather than on how relational and participatory resources (authority negotiation, peer dynamics, institutional rules) shape agency in CHC contexts (e.g., Korea/Finalnd comparisons of control-agency, Yoon, 2021; Korean HS L2-writing agency, Jang, 2022; Chinese/ HK student-voice constraints, Cheng, 2012). Moroeover, work in China highlights peer and motivational mechanisms but not the power-agency nexus inside exam-oriented systems (e.g., peer relationships ↔ engagement/achievement in junior highs), leaving unanswered how school-level relations enable or constrain adolescent agency under CHC hierarchies. Hence, specifying how power and participation operate in CHC secondary schools—through the perspectives of school leaders and students—addresses a substantive and policy-relevant gap. Without understanding how agency is enabled or constrained in this context, reforms risk remaining aspirational slogans, leaving students ill-prepared for the demands of the modern world. Hence, exploring the relationship between power and agency from the perspectives of school leaders and students is valuable, particularly in cultures characterized by pronounced power gaps.

Vietnam's 2018 General Education Program reform offers a timely opportunity to examine these issues. The reform seeks to shift from knowledge transmission to competency-based learning, granting more curricular autonomy to schools and promoting formative alongside summative assessment [Huynh, 2022; Ministry of Education and Training (MOET), 2018/2021]. In theory, these changes should empower student voice and choice. In practice, implementation has been uneven, and cultural and structural constraints persist (Nhật et al., 2023).

This study investigates how school leaders and students conceptualize and experience agency within this reform, using an adapted AUS framework focused on relational and participatory dimensions. Specifically, it addresses:

RQ1. How did school leaders and students in Vietnamese secondary schools conceptualize student agency during the 2018 curriculum reform?

RQ2. Which relational and participatory resources enable or constrain student agency?

RQ3. How do institutional practices (e.g., surveillance, assessment workload, ability grouping) mediate the enactment of student agency?

By situating these questions within a CHC secondary school context undergoing systemic change, this research contributes urgently needed empirical evidence to the global discourse on student agency, offering practical insights for culturally responsive reform design and leadership.



2 Literature review


2.1 Student agency

Student agency, a multi-dimensional concept, is broadly defined as students' active involvement in their learning, decision-making in their learning experiences, and control over their environment to achieve goals despite challenges (Czerniewicz et al., 2009; Klemenčič, 2015; Reeve, 2012; Vaughn, 2018). It covers constructs such as self-efficacy beliefs (Jackson, 2003; Zeiser et al., 2018), perseverance, mastery orientation, metacognitive self-regulation, self-regulated learning, and future orientation (Zeiser et al., 2018). However, it can manifest negatively in forms of maladaptive agency in certain situations, such as exam-driven cultures, where students may engage in undesirable behaviors not aligned with growth mindset principles (Nieminen and Tuohilampi, 2020; Vaughn et al., 2020). For example, a mixed-method study involving 135 senior high and first-year university students in Northern Vietnam found that the exam-oriented system left students with very little time to explore their life purpose, and identified a negative correlation between the intensity of the exam culture and students' ability to pursue meaningful personal or educational goals (Pham, 2021).

Student agency is also temporal and intertwined with identity formation, shaped by contextual factors, including social, cultural, and material elements (Nieminen and Tuohilampi, 2020; Trommsdorff, 2012). In CHC contexts where high-stake exams tend to take over, hierarchical classroom dynamics and rule-focused instruction may suppress agency for students to adapt to rote learning and limited autonomy. In contrast, a qualitative study of Vietnamese EFL teachers who completed British Council professional development reported a shift toward formative, dialogic assessment practices (e.g., informal games, peer feedback, observation-based adjustments), opening space for more student-centered, collaborative learning despite systemic exam pressure (Phuong et al., 2025). Further research highlights the influence of hierarchical relationships, teacher authority, and collective identity in shaping how students perceive and enact agency (Phuong-Mai et al., 2005). Understanding agency as context-dependent emphasizes the need to theorize where and how it can emerge within different learning environments—not to assume its presence by default.

This contrast between suppression and emergence of agency across different contexts also poses challenges for measurement, as traditional self-reports may overlook these situational differences. Traditional self-report surveys may not capture its full complexity including its situated and relational nature (Rector-Aranda and Raider-Roth, 2015; Matsumoto, 2021; Nieminen et al., 2022). The Agency of University Students (AUS) scale, developed by Jääskelä et al. (2021), offers a structured framework focusing on individual, relational, and participatory resources. It adopts a person-subject-centered approach, focusing on emotional experiences, cognitive processes, and actions within the educational context (Eteläpelto et al., 2013; Jääskelä et al., 2021). The scale serves as an analytics tool for students and teachers, enabling self-reflection, self-regulation, and pedagogical development. Given the relational emphasis in CHC schooling—where trust, respect, and teacher support are pivotal—the AUS's relational and participatory dimensions provide a useful analytical lens for investigating agency in Vietnamese secondary schools.



2.2 Vietnam's education and the 2018 reform

Vietnam's education history spans various reforms, from early Confucian dominance to French colonization and post-independence literacy drives. The twentieth century saw educational divergence between North and South, culminating in a unified 12-year system in 1975, later undergoing reforms under economic pressures in 1986 (Doi Moi). Recent years witnessed improved resources and teacher training, yet curriculum changes and parental involvement remain contentious (Huynh, 2022). The 2018 General Education Program (GEP) represented the most comprehensive shift in recent decades, moving from a knowledge-transmission model toward competency-based, student-centered learning (Ministry of Education and Training (MOET), 2018/2021). The reform emphasized education for competency, focusing on students' lifelong learning, career choices, moral development, and emotional wellbeing. It introduced interdisciplinary curriculum development, allowing more local authority over content and teaching approaches. Pedagogy emphasized “learning by doing,” and there was a shift from solely summative to formative assessment. Textbooks diversified, and teachers had a more active role in designing syllabi. The reform also increased students' responsibilities for applying their learning to real-life situations. Parents were encouraged to support students in practical knowledge application (Huynh, 2022).

In principle, these changes aligned with OECD (2019) conceptions of student agency, aiming to give learners more voice, choice, and responsibility in their education. The reform also encouraged teachers to co-design curricula and integrate “learning by doing” pedagogy. However, implementation challenges remained, including limited teacher training, entrenched exam-oriented practices, large class sizes, and inconsistent resource distribution across regions (Nhật et al., 2023).

In CHC systems such as Vietnam's, cultural and institutional legacies can create tensions in reform enactment. Studies show that while policies grant teachers autonomy, actual classroom practices often remain teacher-directed, with surveillance and ability grouping reinforcing hierarchical norms (Berry, 2011; Huynh, 2022; Nhật et al., 2023). These dynamics affect the degree to which students can exercise agency, even under a reform agenda that promotes it.

The 2018 reform thus presents a critical case for studying agency in CHC secondary schools: it is a moment of policy-level commitment to agency yet situated in a socio-cultural context where structural and cultural factors may mediate, dilute, or redirect its enactment. Understanding this mediation requires perspectives from both school leaders -who interpret and implement reform—and students—who experience and negotiate its outcomes



2.3 Cultural-structural mediation of student agency

While the 2018 GEP reform aligns in principle with international models of student agency, its enactment in Vietnamese secondary schools is mediated by a combination of cultural values and institutional structures characteristic of Confucian Heritage Culture (CHC) systems. In such contexts, agency is often “granted” or “permitted” by authority figures rather than assumed as an inherent right (Phuong-Mai et al., 2005).

Structural factors further shape these cultural tendencies. High-stakes examinations and ability grouping continue to dominate CHC classrooms, reinforcing compliance and performance orientation (Dello-Iacovo, 2009; Tan, 2017). Surveillance and accountability mechanisms—ranging from teacher-centered monitoring to policy-driven inspection regimes—have also been discussed as constraining student expression and emphasizing behavioral conformity (Simons and Masschelein, 2008).

Additionally, comparative research in post-socialist contexts offers insights: Erss's (2023) study of Estonian and Russian-speaking adolescents reveals how cultural and relational resources mediate student agency even under structural constraints.

In East Asian contexts, experiments with student-led pedagogical methods suggest that agency can still be fostered in Confucian-influenced systems. For instance, a study by Briffett-Aktaş et al. (2025) in Hong Kong shows that a Student-Led Pedagogical Method—branded as Student Voice for Social Justice (SVSJ)—can empower students and diversify classroom knowledge, even amid traditionally teacher-centered dynamics.

Understanding this cultural-structural mediation is essential for interpreting how relational and participatory resources operate in practice. It also underscores the importance of examining both leadership perspectives and student experiences, as these interactions reveal how reform policies are translated—or transformed—within the lived realities of CHC secondary schooling.




3 Methods


3.1 Research design and positionality

This study employed a qualitative case study design situated in an interpretivist paradigm to explore the mediating factors influencing student agency in a Confucian Heritage Culture (CHC) context. Case study methodology was selected because it enables in-depth, context-rich analysis of complex social phenomena (Yin, 2018).

As a Vietnamese national who was educated in the public school system from kindergarten through university and later taught in private schools from 2019 to 2021, the researcher occupies a dual position as both insider and partial outsider. This unique positionality provided both experiential knowledge and critical distance when examining Vietnam's 2018 curriculum reform and its implications for student agency. Reflexive memos were maintained throughout data collection and analysis to monitor positionality and potential bias (Tracy, 2010).



3.2 Participants

A purposive maximum-variation sampling strategy was used to ensure diversity (gender, academic competence, involvement in extracurricular activities) across institutional type (Patton, 2015). Data were collected in Vietnam from three secondary schools representing different institutional types: School 1—Public neighborhood school (large class sizes, traditional exam orientation), School 2—Gifted public school (selective admission, academic competition focus), School 3—Private school (smaller classes, progressive pedagogy). All schools had implemented the 2018 GEP and used Vietnamese as the primary language of instruction. Key contextual features—including assessment policies, surveillance practices (e.g., CCTV), and student governance structures—varied across sites, providing a basis for cross-case comparison.

In total, 9 school leaders, including school principals, vice-principals, and department heads (three for each school) were invited for the interviews and 6 of them agreed to be interviewed. The group of leaders thus included 3 principals and 3 head teachers, who would be numbered, respectively, as Principal 1, 2, 3 and Head teacher 1, 2, 3 for the three school types. This group was not exhaustive of all leaders in the schools but was chosen because of their direct involvement in implementing the 2018 reform and managing student learning policies. Over 2 months, 5 semi-structured interviews and 1 email response were collected for analysis. Leaders included principals and vice-principals responsible for school-wide policies and extra-curricular activities while head teachers overseeing three major academic subjects (Mathematics, Literature, English).

Fifty-nine students in grades 8 and 9 were recruited using stratified sampling to reflect variation in gender and achievement levels. The final sample achieved near balance between male and female participants, with several students opting not to disclose gender. Distribution across schools ensured diversity: in the public school, students came from classes representing different placement levels; in the gifted school, selection reflected both achievement and residential assignment; and in the private school, two classes were chosen where enrollment had been balanced for gender and academic variation. Parental consent and student assent were obtained prior to participation.

Table 1 summarizes participating schools by school type, role, demographic characteristics, and enrollment methods.

TABLE 1  Brief accounts of three participating schools.


	School
	Key features
	Enrollment method





	School 1 (public neighborhood)
	Located in a developing city in northern Vietnam; ~1,575 students; large class sizes (45–48 students per class); students tested at Grade 6 for class assignment based on academic results.
	All students within the catchment area are enrolled; placement into classes by test results.



	School 2 (gifted public)
	The only selective public gifted school in the same city; ~651 students; smaller class sizes (30–35 students per class); students assigned to classes according to residence areas.
	Entrance primarily through competitive exams; students with provincial/local awards may enter mid-way.



	School 3 (private)
	A private school in a developed city in northern Vietnam; ~668 students; smaller classes (≈30 students per class); students assigned randomly to classes.
	Combination of application, observation of students, and tests for parents/guardians.








3.3 Instruments and data sources

Data were collected from two primary sources: semi-structured interviews with school leaders and open-ended surveys with students.


3.3.1 Semi-structured interviews

The interviews, conducted with five school leaders across three different secondary schools, lasted between 60 and 75 min. They were carried out in Vietnamese, audio-recorded with consent, transcribed verbatim, and later translated into English for analysis. The interview protocol was developed based on theoretical frameworks of student agency (OECD, 2019; Jääskelä et al., 2021) and included guiding questions about how leaders conceptualized agency, how rules and practices shaped students' autonomy, and what opportunities or constraints existed in their schools. The full interview protocol is provided in Table 2. One principal had to respond to the interview questions through email.

TABLE 2  Semi-structured interview protocol for school leaders.


	Theme
	Interview questions (English)





	Background
	How long have you worked at this school and in what role? How many classes and students are currently enrolled?



	Conceptualizations of agency
	From the OECD (2019) definition, what do you think student agency means? In your view, what is the role of students in developing their own agency? How do you encourage student agency in your school?



	Rules and regulations
	What school rules, regulations, or rituals do students need to follow? Why are these considered important? How do such practices support or constrain agency?



	Evaluation and compliance
	How does the school deal with students who do not follow rules? How do you evaluate whether rules encourage or limit student agency?



	Participation and improvement
	Are there opportunities for students to voice opinions or make choices? What kinds of changes in school rules or practices could strengthen student agency?








3.3.2 Open-ended student survey

Fifty-nine students in grades 8 and 9 completed a qualitative survey. The main prompt asked students to reflect on student agency in their current school environment, using OECD's (2019) definition as a reference. Six guiding questions invited elaboration on whether students felt they had voice and choice, how school rules and cultural expectations supported or limited them, and what improvements could be made. Items were adapted from the dimensions of OECD's (2019) definition and the Agency of University Students (AUS) scale (Jääskelä et al., 2021) but reformulated into narrative prompts rather than Likert-type items to capture students' accounts in their own words. The survey was piloted with four students to ensure clarity and contextual appropriateness. Content and face validity were addressed through alignment with theoretical constructs and consultation with two secondary teachers for feedback. The full survey instrument can be found in Table 3.

TABLE 3  Student survey prompts.


	No.
	Survey prompts (English)





	1
	What do you think student agency means in your current school environment?



	2
	Do students in your school have agency? Can they become self-directed, confident, and capable of achieving happiness?



	3
	How do school rules, regulations, or rituals (e.g., uniforms, phone use, communication with teachers) influence your agency?



	4
	Do you feel that you have voice and choice at school (inside and outside the classroom)?



	5
	How do Vietnamese traditions and cultural expectations affect student agency in your school?



	6
	What can your school or you personally do to strengthen student agency?






Together, these two data sources provided complementary perspectives: interviews captured institutional views on student agency and its promotion, while student surveys revealed lived experiences and perceptions at the classroom level.




3.4 Data analysis

The original target of the Agency of University Students (AUS) scale (Jääskelä et al., 2021) was university students at the course level, so it was adapted for use in this study of Vietnamese secondary schools. The original questionnaire items were transformed into codes that then served as an analytic frame for qualitative data. The adaptation followed several steps. First, items representing individual resources (competence beliefs, self-efficacy beliefs, interest, and utility beliefs) were omitted, since the focus of Research Question 2 was on relational and participatory dimensions of agency. Second, all reverse-coded items were recast in a positive direction. Third, items that referred narrowly to course-level practices were reworded to capture the expansiveness of schooling experiences (e.g., the phrase “the course” was replaced with “school experiences” or “learning experiences”). Finally, in some cases multiple items were combined into a single code to avoid redundancy - for instance, items 1, 2, and 3 were merged into the adapted code “Students take responsibility to participate actively in school activities”. The resulting coding frame emphasized relational and participatory resources and is presented in Table 4.

TABLE 4  A new coding frame with adapted codes from the AUS scale.


	Resources
	Adapted codes for the study





	Relational resources
	Equal treatment
	• Equal treatment and standing of students with peers and teachers



	Teacher support
	• Teachers' friendliness and respect toward students 
• Teachers' provision of space for students to claim authority



	Trust
	• A safe and welcoming learning environment 
• Teachers' trustworthiness, care, and approachability 
• Chances for students to be themselves



	Peer support
	• Peers as resources for learning 
• Peers' availability for support and help 
• Opportunities to showcase competence in class or groupwork



	Participatory resources
	Participation activity
	• Students' responsibility to participate actively in school activities 
• Students' willingness and joy in participation despite time or scope constraints



	Opportunities to influence
	• Opportunities for students to influence the content and goals 
• Opportunities for students to influence assessments or working methods 
• Students' interventions in response to external demands or instruction 
• Students' viewpoints being heard and taken into account



	Opportunities to make choices
	• Opportunities for students to choose content based on learning goals and interests 
• Opportunities for flexibility in methods of assessment



	Ease of participation
	• Ease of participation and contribution in class 
• Opportunities to express thoughts and views, even when contradicting presented content or others' ideas






This adapted frame then guided a thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006) conducted in three iterative cycles using MAXQDA software. All interview transcripts and student survey responses were anonymized before analysis. In the first cycle, in-vivo coding was applied line by line to capture participants' own words; for example, phrases such as “being confident to speak up” or “just following rules” were tagged as initial codes (RQ1). In the second cycle, these descriptive codes were reorganized through axial coding and aligned with the adapted categories in Table 4, such as “teachers' provision of space for students to claim authority,” “peer collaboration,” or “exam pressure” (RQ2 and RQ3). In the third cycle, matrix coding queries were conducted to compare how categories appeared across school types (public, private, gifted) and participant roles (students, school leaders). For instance, all codes relating to “voice” were cross-tabulated by school type to reveal convergences and divergences. To avoid over-reliance on software outputs, coded segments were manually cross-checked against the original transcripts and survey responses to ensure that the analysis reflected the substance of participants' accounts rather than researcher assumptions. Table 5 illustrates this analytic trajectory, showing how raw excerpts were developed into in-vivo codes, adapted categories, and overarching themes. Trustworthiness was established through multiple strategies: member checking with two school leaders and six students across different schools, negative case analysis to test emerging interpretations, and maintenance of an audit trail of coding decisions and analytic memos to ensure transparency and dependability.

TABLE 5  Illustrations of three-cycle coding process.


	Participant quote
	In-vivo code
	Category (from adapted codes)
	Theme





	“I only speak when the teacher asks me”.
	“speak when asked”
	Teachers' provision of space for students to claim authority
	Relational



	“We play games and give feedback”.
	“games and feedback”
	Opportunities for peer support and competence showcase
	Participatory



	“Exams decide everything in the end”.
	“exams decide everything”
	High-stakes testing context/external demands on students
	Contextual



	“Teachers are very fair to us in grading”.
	“fair in grading”
	Equal treatment and standing of students with peers and teachers
	Relational



	“Sometimes we can choose the project topic”.
	“choose project topic”
	Opportunities for students to make choices in content and interests
	Participatory








3.5 Ethical considerations

Ethical clearance was obtained from the institutional research committee. Informed consent was collected from all participants. For students under 16, both student assent and parental consent were required. A video explanation of the study was provided in classrooms. Data were anonymized, encrypted, and securely stored. All interviews were conducted ethically and respectfully, honoring participant autonomy, and relational ethics were prioritized to foster mutual trust.




4 Results

The findings are organized around the three research questions. Section 4.1 examines how school leaders and students conceptualized student agency across institutional contexts (RQ1). Section 4.2 investigates the relational and participatory resources that shaped how agency was enacted in practice (RQ2). Section 4.3 analyzes the institutional and contextual conditions that mediated students' opportunities to exercise agency (RQ3). Taken as a whole, the results provide a multi-layered account of how agency was understood, negotiated, and experienced in Vietnamese secondary schools under the 2018 reform.


4.1 Conceptualizations of student agency

Student agency was conceptualized in divergent ways across the three schools, reflecting not only institutional types but also the positionalities of teachers, principals, and students. While all participants acknowledged its significance, their interpretations varied from voice and confidence, to resilience and goal-setting, to disciplined compliance.

In the private school (School 3), leaders and teachers often described agency as openness and the courage to question authority. Head Teacher 3 explained, “Students today are confident and outspoken… they say whatever they think, but they lack the awareness of how to speak, to whom, and in what context. They need guidance to use this right properly”. This statement highlighted a double meaning: agency was seen as assertive voice, but also something that required careful regulation by teachers. Principal 3 similarly emphasized that students actively engaged with teachers, noting that “Students asked teachers so many things… commented on how a lesson should be taught… or shared how they wanted to learn”. For these leaders, student agency was both evidence of a cultural shift toward confidence and a phenomenon that needed to be managed to ensure appropriateness. Students in this context were not passive recipients of knowledge, but active interlocutors whose voices were invited and negotiated within relationships of trust.

In the gifted school (School 2), agency was conceptualized primarily through the lens of competition and academic perseverance. Teachers and leaders often defined agency as resilience under exam pressure and the ability to set personal goals within a highly competitive environment. Head Teacher 2 described this approach, stating, “Teachers in my school guide students in setting goals and reorienting after competitions”. Here, agency was tied directly to the capacity to withstand stress, to persist, and to maintain direction despite challenges. Principal 2 also articulated a strong disciplinary framing, emphasizing that students were granted “freedom within boundaries” and that rules were “reasonable and necessary for their moral training”. In her account, agency was not unbounded autonomy but a form of structured self-control that aligned with the school's emphasis on academic excellence and order. Student perspectives echoed this tension. While acknowledging that they had voices, many admitted to feeling silenced by peer conformity. One student explained, “Students all have voices, but they don't dare to speak against the majority”. These accounts suggest that even in a context where students were high-achieving and motivated, agency was circumscribed by competition, conformity, and the weight of expectations.

By contrast, in the public neighborhood school (School 1), agency was most often equated with compliance and discipline. Principal 1 explained that school regulations were part of students' everyday routines and “very reasonable for students to follow”. For her, agency was expressed not through voice or innovation but through fulfilling responsibilities and adhering to expectations. Students likewise described a climate of hesitation and fear. One confessed, “I rarely look teachers in the eyes. I feel afraid when doing so,” underscoring how hierarchical relationships diminished confidence. Other students explained that when they tried to express alternative viewpoints, their ideas were dismissed as “absurd” or “irrational”. These experiences suggested that many public school students did not see themselves as active agents but as subjects expected to comply and remain silent in order to avoid reprimand.

Across all three schools, participants emphasized that agency was not evenly distributed among students. Teachers frequently distinguished between high- and low-achieving groups, especially in the gifted school. Head Teacher 2 contrasted top groups, who were self-regulated and proactive, with weaker groups who struggled to complete even basic tasks. In the public school, only a few standout students were perceived as demonstrating initiative, while the majority remained passive. Students themselves echoed these perceptions, with one remarking that “only a few students have agency, the rest just follow the majority”. Such accounts highlight how access to agency was stratified, often reinforcing existing academic hierarchies.

Despite their differences, participants consistently regarded agency as important. For leaders in the private school, it was linked to confidence and leadership, essential for students' future growth. In the gifted school, it was tied to perseverance and resilience, necessary for navigating competition and achieving excellence. In the public school, it was framed as moral responsibility and order, ensuring that students adhered to rules and maintained discipline. Taken together, these findings reveal that while student agency was valued across contexts, its meaning was far from uniform. In the private school it was expressed as confident voice, in the gifted school as academic resilience, and in the public school as disciplined compliance. These contrasting conceptualizations underscore that agency was not a stable construct but one shaped by institutional ideologies and the social positioning of students within their schools.



4.2 Relational and participatory resources for student agency

To address RQ2, this section examines how relational and participatory resources shaped the enactment of student agency across schools. Relational resources—including families, trust, teacher support, and peer dynamics—defined the quality of everyday interactions, while participatory resources determined the opportunities students had to influence their learning and school life.

Families played a significant role in a student's schooling and upbringing. Head Teacher 3 stressed the importance of parents instilling basic values like respect and politeness in children from a young age. She also emphasized the crucial role of family in shielding children from negative influences, prioritizing early education over teachers' influence. This contrasts with Head Teacher 1's belief that the school plays a primary role in safeguarding students. Head Teacher 1's perspective may stem from experiences with parents who restrict student agency rather than fostering it. Student 5 (School 2) echoed this sentiment, noting the pressure from “Asian parents” solely focused on academic success.

Both Principals 1 and 3 had the belief that families needed to have a mutual understanding of the learning environment in which their children partook to collaborate and help them develop their agency holistically. During the school year, the school, parents and child would operate on a mutual agreement printed in a parent booklet signed prior to the start of the school. Without parents who could advocate for such causes, Principal 3 believed this school model would not succeed. Principal 1 emphasized the need for participation from parents through the possibility of school visits and channels for parents to give feedback to School 1, “The involvement of parents needs to start early, at kindergarten and primary school, middle school … Families have an influence on students' core values, which could enable or constrain students' personal resources such as their self-efficacy beliefs”.

While families set the initial foundation, students' sense of agency was also strongly shaped by the degree of trust embedded in school relationships. An environment of trust significantly impacted student agency, particularly highlighted in School 3 where trust between the principal, head teacher, and students was evident. This trust was attributed to the school's eight transparent core values, fostering an atmosphere where students felt comfortable expressing themselves without fear. Such trust led to a norm where student voices were heard and valued, enhancing their sense of control and agency in their learning. Students “asked teachers so many things… commented on how a lesson should be taught… or shared how they wanted to learn” (Principal 3). However, not all rules were unquestioned, with some students resisting practices they perceived as irrational.

In the gifted school (School 2), while students acknowledged trust with teachers, they faced trust issues with peers and the environment, often succumbing to peer pressure. Fear of social disparagement influenced students to prioritize maintaining their academic standing, leading to either perfectionism or conformity. A student claimed, “Students all have voices, but they don't dare to speak against the majority”.

In contrast, School 1's leaders exhibited lower trust in students, fearing potential chaos if students were given more control. Despite recognizing the need for greater trust and empathy, there remained reservations about students' ability to handle autonomy. Some students in school 1 also felt unheard and misunderstood, facing difficulties in expressing themselves freely, claiming that “I rarely look teachers in the eyes. I feel afraid when doing so”.

Some students found it hard to be heard for “being different” and for “having absurd ideas” that teachers disregarded. Some of them questioned schools' trust with them due to the 24/7 camera surveillance which they claim “violate their rights”. Head Teacher 1 also recognized this issue when she constantly found the need to reassure students of the trust teachers had for them; otherwise, students felt hesitant to chip in.

Nonetheless, even though she emphasized that the fear of teachers was “non-existent in my school”, she discussed incidents with her colleagues that she found lacking in trust and imposing. That being said, even though teachers in School 1 wanted to create a more democratic environment, tensions existed between teachers and students.

It is noteworthy, however, that teachers' trust was considered not just a resource but also an outcome of students' increased individual resources. According to Head Teacher 3, some students needed to earn the trust of teachers by performing academically and showing commitment to their learning more. In short, it appeared that trust was a commodity negotiated by both parties rather than a given from teachers. This suggests that trust operated simultaneously as both an enabling condition and a negotiated outcome, shaping how student agency could be enacted across different contexts.

Trust, however, was inseparable from how teachers encouraged or withheld support in students' daily learning. In congruence with trust, teacher support, including their friendliness toward students and encouragement, was coveted by students, especially in School 1 where students varied in academic competence and thus required different levels of support. This was seen as an issue by both students and school leaders of School 1 alike. Tensions existed among teachers creating a dilemma of whether to give students space or intervene among lower level classes. This was attributed to the remnants of teacher-centered teaching approaches.

A teacher from the private school (School 1) asserted that, “traditional ways of teaching work fine and some teachers don't want to take risks by giving students more voices and choices”. This suggests that trust operated simultaneously as both an enabling condition and a negotiated outcome, shaping how student agency could be enacted across different contexts.

Beyond teachers, peers also played a critical role in shaping whether students felt safe or reluctant to exercise voice.

Even though less discussed compared to other factors, peer support was mentioned as a necessity by a student in the gifted school (School 2) as she experienced a negative experience of dissidence among friends. This factor, interestingly, did not appeal to Head Teacher 3 as a resource. She considered peer support as “to have students teach each other”, which she believed “is very hard because the percentage of alpha leaders is small compared to the rest”.

Similar to trust, equal treatment was expected by all participants; however, school leaders and students also acknowledged the complexity of equality matters amidst a strong influence of hierarchy and academic competition.

Apart from social status, the treatment of students based off different academic statuses seemed to be a problem for discussion. A student in the private school (School 3) attributed the segregation of students into 3 competence levels to furthering parents' academic competition, which might tarnish students' interest, self-efficacy, and competence beliefs, and thus their agency. Another student further stressed that this rather acted as a benchmark for comparison and unequal treatment.

Taken together, relational resources such as family, trust, teacher support, peer dynamics, and perceptions of fairness emerged as decisive in enabling or constraining student agency. Their impact varied significantly by school, depending on whether trust was extended unconditionally, earned through performance, or undermined by surveillance and hierarchy.

If relational resources defined the conditions of interaction, participatory resources determined the concrete opportunities available for students to enact agency.

Enhanced participatory resources were called out by students as the most expected improvement in their educational institutes for the development of student agency.

Teachers needed to lift some barriers of hierarchy and academic stress to pave the way for participatory resources, especially opportunities for influence and choices. Giving students space to regulate their study and reflect seemed to be an uncommon practice in the public school (School 1), validated by 7 surveyed students. School Principal 1, nonetheless, accentuated her attempt to integrate more extracurricular activities for students without overplaying academic activities due to her school status as a “public school”. She planned to organize more clubs for students to join and host events themselves. Nonetheless, students in this school still expressed a strong desire for greater voice, either in the forms of “anonymous feedback” (Student 2), academic contests (Student 20), student-focused activities (Student 6), or simply “space for students to self-regulate and make decisions” (Student 3).

Heavy curriculum and assessment seemed to constrain students' opportunities to make decisions on what and how to learn. Knowledge-based education also snows students under “unnecessary stress” (Student 8, School 2). The high school exam, which was considered “more important than the university exam” (Head Teacher 1) further reinforced its status as a high-stake test, impeding students and teachers alike to participate and organize more events that catered to “individual needs”. One student got emotional by stating her unhappiness “due to overwhelming stress from studying and extra classes without any time for relaxation” and that “I hate the educational system. It's unlikely Vietnamese students can develop student agency because the system values grades the most” (Student 17, School 1).

These accounts illustrate that while students longed for opportunities to influence learning and school life, structural pressures of exams and curricula left little room for such participation, particularly in the public school.

In line with other factors, ease of participation and level of participation activity needed further focus as a way to degrade hierarchy and peer pressure to enable student agency.

Students in school 2 were also reported with a high level of competitiveness and goal-setting skills (Head Teacher 2). According to head teacher 2, teachers in her school would guide students in setting goals and reorienting after multi-level academic competitions. Students also had chances to learn about their interests in the school's extracurricular activities, which teachers tried to diversify and organize frequently. Head Teacher 2 also thought that students would like such collaborative, extracurricular events to be held more regularly, which aligns with the majority of students' expectations. However, students still noted barriers, reporting that they often felt “scared to participate” or “overloaded with homework and extra classes,” which made genuine participation inviable in both Schools 1 and 2.

By contrast, in the private school (School 3), students had abundant opportunities to participate in clubs and student-led events, and leaders emphasized that students frequently questioned teachers and shared ideas about how learning should take place. These opportunities reinforced students' sense of belonging and confidence, positioning participation as a core enabler of agency.

These accounts show that opportunities to participate were consistently valued, but their feasibility depended on how relational conditions such as trust, teacher support, and peer dynamics intersected with structural constraints like exams and workload.

Taken together, relational and participatory resources worked in tandem: families, trust, teachers, and peers set the stage for agency, while participatory opportunities provided the stage on which agency could be performed. Their interplay explained why students in the private school described confidence and belonging, those in the gifted school emphasized resilience under pressure, and those in the public school often felt constrained by hierarchy and surveillance.



4.3 Institutional mediation of student agency

This theme addresses RQ3 by exploring how institutional practices, material conditions, and broader contextual factors mediate the enactment of student agency.

The visions and missions of each school were seen to have a major impact on students' individual resources, either positively or negatively. A positive impact would be generated if the school's visions and students' visions aligned to a large extent (Students 5, School 2). If the school's vision was to promote academic excellence, students who fell short of it might have low self-efficacy beliefs. In this way, institutional missions did not only set formal goals but also implicitly defined what kinds of agency were recognized and rewarded.

School capacity, including infrastructure and the class size, was a contextual issue discussed by Principals 1 and 3, and Head Teacher 1. When asked what they would like to change about the current practices to promote student agency, Principals 1 and 3 mentioned the expectation to do more for students yet the financial conditions, related to class sizes, school infrastructure, and teacher salary, had not yet afforded it. They both concurred that changes would take place, but it would take time. Students likewise reported that large class sizes and heavy teacher workloads limited the individualized attention they received, constraining opportunities for agency. Yet some also reframed constraints as challenges, describing difficult conditions as motivating them to prove themselves.

Assessment and surveillance also mediated agency across schools. In the gifted school, exams were often described as pushing students to set goals and persist, while in the public school, high-stakes testing was seen as overwhelming and limiting students' ability to engage beyond academics. Surveillance practices such as 24/7 cameras were defended by leaders as ensuring order but were viewed by students as violating trust and restricting their willingness to speak.

In summary, learning environments, influenced by family, trust, teacher support, participatory resources, and contextual factors, played a significant role in shaping student agency. These factors could either constrain or enable students' development of agency. At the institutional level, mission alignment, assessment, surveillance, and school capacity proved decisive: they framed not only the opportunities students had but also the meanings students attached to their own autonomy.




5 Discussion

The findings of this study demonstrate that student agency in Vietnamese secondary schools is conceptualized and enacted in markedly different ways depending on institutional context. Across the three cases, agency was described variously as confidence and voice in the private school, as resilience and goal-setting in the gifted school, and as disciplined compliance in the public school. Relational and participatory resources such as family influence, trust, teacher support, peer dynamics, and opportunities for participation emerged as decisive in enabling or constraining students' ability to act. At the institutional level, mission alignment, assessment practices, surveillance, and material conditions further mediated agency, sometimes empowering students and at other times limiting their autonomy.

Taken together, these findings underscore that student agency is neither a stable nor universal construct, but a situated phenomenon negotiated within specific relationships and structures. What appears as empowerment in one context may be framed as resistance or disorder in another, while constraints such as exams or resource shortages can paradoxically be reframed as sources of motivation. By illuminating these contrasts, the study highlights both the opportunities and tensions inherent in promoting agency under the 2018 reform, where aspirations for student-centeredness intersect with entrenched hierarchies and exam culture. The following discussion situates these findings within existing literature and considers their implications for policy, practice, and future research on agency in Confucian Heritage Culture contexts.


5.1 Alignment with previous research

Many of the enabling factors identified—such as mutual trust, opportunities for voice, and support from teachers—are consistent with literature on agency in Western and non-Western contexts (e.g., Zeiser et al., 2018; OECD, 2019). The relational aspect of agency, particularly trust and communication, emerged as crucial in CHC settings where hierarchical values persist. The study supports the idea that agency is context-dependent, often negotiated rather than assumed, and shaped by institutional and cultural affordances (Nieminen and Tuohilampi, 2020).

The findings also support research showing that surveillance practices and ability grouping can undermine perceptions of fairness and autonomy, thus reducing students' willingness to speak up (Citron, 2024). In line with Reeve and Shin (2020), teacher encouragement emerged as a particularly important enabler, especially when coupled with equitable treatment. Taken together, these parallels suggest that agency in Vietnam shares common mechanisms with global patterns, while also carrying distinctive cultural inflections.



5.2 Emergent contributions

Beyond confirming known patterns, this study foregrounds three under-examined dimensions: family expectations and school mission alignment as mediating forces, the under-examined factor of contextual/ material capacity.

First, although the AUS framework emphasizes school-based resources, findings show that parental expectations and philosophies—sometimes institutionalized through agreements with schools—can significantly shape students' agency trajectories.

Second, students whose personal goals aligned with the school's stated mission reported higher self-efficacy and participation, whereas misalignment fostered disengagement.

Third, resource limitations (e.g., class size, infrastructure) were perceived my leaders as major obstacles to enacting participatory practices, suggesting that material capacity is an under-examined factor in agency research.



5.3 Implications for practice

For reforms to meaningfully foster student agency in CHC systems, implementation must go beyond curricular redesign, requiring trust-by-design with visible policies and practices that signal confidence in students' capacity to act responsibly.

Institutional practices must embrace transparency, shared responsibility, and a redefinition of trust and discipline. This includes revising surveillance protocols to balance safety with autonomy, involving students in setting monitoring policies. Schools can also create structured choice points in each subject (e.g., selecting project topics or assessment methods). Finally, they need to act upon student suggestions and communicate outcomes transparently.

Professional development for teachers that addresses cultural resistance to shared authority could facilitate this transition, to shift the relationship from unintended enemies to intentional alliances. Teachers could model participatory methods suited to CHC norms, such as guided co-decision-making rather than full autonomy from the outset (O'Brien et al., 2024).

Parents should also be engaged through triadic conferences (student-teacher-parent) to align expectations, particularly regarding assessment pressures and opportunities for student-led learning.

These steps together could help reposition students from passive recipients to active partners in their education. I hope to invite educators and leaders to rethink the messages students are receiving on their ends and the affordances for student agency in all educational processes.



5.4 Theoretical significance

This study extends the AUS framework in two key ways. First, it demonstrates how a university-oriented framework can be meaningfully applied to secondary education, with age-appropriate adaptations to items and constructs. Second, it enriches the framework by adding family influence and material resources as additional dimensions relevant to CHC settings, suggesting that future operationalization's of agency should account for these external layers. Crucially, the study also revealed the underexplored role of family expectations and school mission alignment, along with material constraints, as significant mediators in CHC settings. These adaptations and exploration suggest that future operationalization's of agency should account for both level-specific adjustments and cultural-contextual factors.



5.5 Limitations and future research

This study's limitations include a relatively small sample size and its restriction to northern Vietnamese schools. Further research could involve longitudinal analysis or mixed-methods studies to evaluate the evolution of agency in other CHC or transitional educational contexts. There is also room to expand the framework to incorporate emotional and cognitive dimensions omitted in the adapted AUS scale. Despite these limitations, this study contributes to understanding how student agency is shaped by the intersection of relational, institutional, and cultural factors in a reforming CHC system.




6 Conclusion

This study examined how student agency is enabled or constrained in Vietnamese secondary schools during the 2018 General Education Program reform. By analyzing perspectives from both students and school leaders, the study highlighted the complexity of fostering student voice and participation during systemic reform. Key enablers included trust, openness, and shared values, while major constraints stemmed from excessive surveillance, rigid ability grouping, institutional hierarchy, academic pressure, and cultural expectations of conformity. Crucially, the study also reveals the underexplored role of family expectations and school mission alignment, along with material constraints, as significant mediators in CHC settings. This work contributes to the evolving discourse on agency in non-Western settings and calls for stronger school–student alliances as a foundation for meaningful reform.

The research underscores the need for culturally responsive reform strategies—ones that consider power dynamics and local values when promoting student-centered learning. By adapting international frameworks like the AUS scale to local contexts, educators and researchers can better assess and nurture agency in ways that resonate with students' lived realities. Practically, it offers actionable strategies for school leaders and teachers to foster agency through trust-by-design, structured choice points, transparent feedback loops, and culturally responsive pedagogy.

To make student-centered reform meaningful, schools must move beyond curriculum redesign and address the everyday structures and relationships that shape how agency is experienced. Policymakers, leaders, teachers, and parents share responsibility for creating learning environments where students are not merely recipients of change but active partners in shaping it.
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