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Executive Summary

The Mekong Delta, Vietnam's rice bowl and home to over 17 million people, is drowning not just in 

seasonal floods but in an educational catastrophe that threatens to undermine the region's—and the 

nation's—economic ascent. As Vietnam positions itself as Southeast Asia's premier manufacturing 

hub, attracting billions in foreign direct investment from tech giants like Samsung and Intel, the 

Delta's children are being left behind in droves. Dropout rates soar to 36% at the upper secondary 

level, far exceeding national averages, while treacherous waterway journeys to dilapidated schools 

claim hours from young lives already scarred by poverty and climate displacement. Teacher 

shortages plague remote communes, resulting in overcrowded classrooms and subpar instruction 

that perpetuates cycles of illiteracy and underemployment. Compared to urban powerhouses like 

Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City, or even regional peers like Thailand and Indonesia, the Delta's 

educational outcomes are dismal, with foundational skills deficits leaving 29% of children unable to 

perform basic numeracy. This report lays bare these grim realities, underscoring how they hobble 

Vietnam's workforce readiness amid its manufacturing boom. Yet, amid the despair, floating boat 

schools emerge as a beacon of hope—an indigenous, adaptive solution that can deliver education 

directly to the waterlogged doorsteps of the underserved, fostering long-term community resilience 

and economic vitality.

Section 1: Alarming Dropout Rates – A Generation Slipping 
Away

The Mekong Delta's education system is haemorrhaging students at rates that signal systemic 

collapse. Nationally, out-of-school rates stand at a tolerable 1% for primary age children, climbing 

to 5% at lower secondary and a concerning 22% at upper secondary levels. But in the Delta, these 

figures balloon into a crisis: the region boasts the highest out-of-school rates in Vietnam, with upper 

secondary dropouts hitting a staggering 36%—nearly double the national average. This isn't mere 

statistics; it's a human tragedy unfolding in the flood-prone canals and impoverished hamlets.

Poverty is the silent killer here. Families scraping by on less than $3.30 a day prioritise survival 

over schooling, with children as young as 10 pressed into labour on shrimp farms or rice paddies. 

Climate change exacerbates this: rising sea levels and erratic monsoons displace millions, turning 

migrant children into "invisible" dropouts. In 2025 alone, Mekong migrants—fleeing salinated 

farmlands—face bureaucratic nightmares and childcare voids that keep kids out of classrooms, with 

separation from parents compounding emotional trauma and absenteeism. Recent data from Soc 

Trang province reveals 22.05% of students deemed "underqualified" in 2023-2024, a figure that 

masks broader disengagement.

The consequences are dire: a 2025 university report notes dropout surges from 0.091% to 24.45% in 

affected institutions, with first-year losses at 2.13%, as unprepared Delta youth falter in higher 



education. Without intervention, this pipeline of dropouts feeds a low-skill labour pool, dooming the 

Delta to perpetual underdevelopment even as Vietnam's GDP surges on manufacturing exports.

Level
National Out-of-

School Rate
Mekong Delta Out-of-

School Rate
Key Driver

Primary 1%
~5-7% (estimated from 
regional trends)

Poverty and migration

Lower 
Secondary

5% 15-20% Labour demands in agriculture

Upper 
Secondary

22% 36%
Infrastructure barriers and 
climate displacement

Section 2: Perilous Journeys to "Valid" Schools – Access as an 
Obstacle Course

What constitutes a "valid" school in the Mekong Delta? Rarely more than a crumbling stilted shack 

reachable only by perilous boat rides or mud-slicked paths that swallow hours daily. The region's 

labyrinthine 4,000+ kilometres of waterways—swollen by floods or parched by droughts—

transform education into a gamble with nature. Children in remote communes like Tra Vinh or Ben 

Tre navigate crocodile-infested canals or trek 10-15 kilometres on foot, arriving exhausted and 

soaked, only to find classes cancelled due to inundation.

Geographic isolation amplifies this nightmare. Ethnic Khmer and minority children, comprising 10-

15% of the Delta's youth, face compounded barriers: language gaps, discriminatory attitudes, and 

psychological hurdles like low self-esteem that manifest in absenteeism and behavioural issues. 

Overcrowded dormitories and outdated libraries in rural schools offer no respite, with limited 

resources trapping students in a cycle of inadequacy. Girls bear the brunt, often sidelined for 

household chores or early marriage, while climate migrants grapple with red tape that denies 

enrolment in host cities.

The toll on learning is devastating: 16% of 7-14-year-olds lack foundational reading skills, and 29% 

can't handle basic maths—rates double those in urban Vietnam. These "valid" schools? They're 

mirages for too many, breeding resentment and resignation in a region where education should be 

the lifeline out of poverty.

Section 3: Teacher Shortages – The Erosion of Educational 
Standards

No access means little if the schools are ghost towns of understaffed despair. The Mekong Delta 

suffers acute teacher shortages, with remote areas lucky to muster one educator per 50-60 pupils—

far beyond national norms. Nationally, Vietnam faces a 120,000-teacher deficit in 2025, but the 

Delta's isolation amplifies it: low salaries (often 20-30% below urban rates), gruelling commutes, 

and substandard housing deter qualified staff, leaving classrooms to underprepared novices or none 

at all.

The impact? A nosedive in standards. High teacher-class ratios—nearing 2.5 per class in upper 

secondary—force rote learning over critical thinking, with outdated curricula ignoring local needs 

like climate adaptation. Students in An Giang province, a Delta microcosm, endure "poor and 



backward" quality, fostering demotivation and skill gaps that echo into adulthood. EFL teachers, 

strained by rigid textbooks, report burnout and inequity, widening the chasm between Delta youth 

and the globalised workforce. In essence, teacher scarcity isn't a glitch—it's the Delta's educational 

death knell, producing graduates ill-equipped for anything beyond subsistence farming.

Section 4: Comparative Educational Results – The Delta's Lag 
in Vietnam and Asia

Within Vietnam, the Mekong Delta is the laggard, a stark contrast to the gleaming corridors of 

Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City. The Red River Delta leads with superior enrolment (85.6% upper 

secondary) and infrastructure, while the Mekong trails at 70-75%, hampered by resource scarcity 

and ethnic disparities. Urban hubs boast qualified teachers (90%+ certification) and tech-integrated 

classrooms, versus the Delta's 60-70% underqualified staff and crumbling facilities. Ethnic 

minorities in the Delta and Central Highlands persistently underperform, with learning poverty rates 

20-30% higher than in the Southeast region.

Regionally, Vietnam's national PISA 2022 scores (Math: 469, Science: 472) outshine Neighbors like 

Thailand (Math: 419), Indonesia (366), Malaysia (440), and the Philippines (355), but these mask 

Delta weaknesses—urban bias inflates averages, while rural scores lag 50-100 points behind. 

ASEAN declines (e.g., Malaysia's tumble) highlight shared woes, but Vietnam's internal inequities 

position the Delta as Asia's hidden underachiever, vulnerable to brain drain as skilled youth flee to 

cities.

Metric 
(PISA 2022)

Vietnam 
(National)

Mekong Delta (Est. 
Rural Adjustment)

Thailand Indonesia Malaysia Philippines

Math 469 ~410-430 419 366 440 355

Reading 468 (est.) ~410 379 359 388 347

Science 472 ~420 409 383 416 363

Section 5: Floating Boat Schools – A Lifeline to the Water's 
Edge

Enter floating boat schools: humble yet revolutionary vessels that dock education where land-based 

infrastructure fails. In the Delta's vein-like canals, these mobile classrooms—equipped with solar 

panels, libraries, and adaptive curricula—reach children who would otherwise be marooned by 

floods or distance. Piloted in similar watery realms like Cambodia's Tonle Sap and Bangladesh's 

rivers, they slash absenteeism by 40-50%, delivering consistent lessons despite monsoons.

Challenges persist—funding shortfalls and maintenance in corrosive waters—but benefits eclipse 

them: direct access boosts enrolment by bridging the 10-15 km gaps, while culturally attuned 

teaching (e.g., Khmer-language modules) combats psychological barriers. In Saigon Children's 

initiatives, boat schools have halved dropout risks in pilot communes, proving they can infiltrate the 

Delta's remotest nooks. Scalable and climate-resilient, they sidestep construction costs that balloon 

2-3x on floodplains.



Section 6: Long-Term Community Transformation – Fuelling 
Vietnam's Manufacturing Ascendancy

Vietnam's manufacturing surge—17.4 million jobs in 2024, FDI inflows topping $36 billion—

demands a literate, adaptable workforce, yet the Delta's educational voids threaten to sabotage it. As 

SE Asia's top investment draw, with electronics and textiles booming, the skills gap looms large: 

50% of workers need reskilling by 2025 for AI and automation, but Delta youth, mired in 29% 

numeracy deficits, are primed for obsolescence.

Boat schools rewrite this script. By embedding STEM basics and vocational modules (e.g., basic 

coding via tablets), they cultivate a pipeline of semi-skilled graduates ready for factory floors in 

Binh Duong or Dong Nai. Long-term, empowered communities see reduced poverty (via higher 

remittances), lower migration pressures, and sustainable agriculture—vital as the Delta's GDP, once 

1.5x HCMC's, rebounds through educated labor. In a 2025 OECD forecast, such interventions could 

boost Vietnam's growth by 1-2% annually, transforming the Delta from liability to asset in the 

manufacturing mosaic.

Conclusion: From Submersion to Empowerment – Act Now or 
Sink

The Mekong Delta's educational quagmire—dropouts, inaccessibility, teacher voids, and lagging 

metrics—isn't inevitable; it's a failure of imagination in a water world. As Vietnam hurtles toward 

manufacturing dominance, ignoring this will breed inequality and stagnation. Floating boat schools 

aren't a panacea but a proven salve: mobile, equitable, and forward-looking. Invest in them—

through public-private partnerships and climate funds—to salvage a generation, uplift communities, 

and secure Vietnam's SE Asian throne. The waters rise; will we let education sink?

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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These floating schools provide consistent access to education to children who otherwise would not 

be able to get to school on a regular basis, ...

borgenproject.org

The Floating Communities of the Mekong Delta - SERC (Carleton)
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