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ABSTRACT

As British writer and philosopher Thomas Carlyle once said, “The person without a purpose is like a ship without a
rudder," many celebrated names in history have long emphasized the importance of having a life purpose. However,
results from recent studies have revealed that many young people face the challenge of exploring their life's purpose,
which can be consistent with their exam-driven culture. Intrigued by these findings, I carried out this current research
to investigate Vietnam's situation, where the lack of a purpose compass and an exam culture have been criticized by the
mainstream media but not widely discussed in academia. Using a mixed-method approach with an online survey and
semi-structured interviews, the study was carried out with 135 Vietnamese students, who are either senior high schoolers
or first-year students in Northern Vietnam. Findings confirmed that these students are left with little time to explore
their purpose, and there is a negative correlation between the exam culture and this lack of purpose.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The topic of promoting a life purpose among young
people has been discussed in both educational and
developmental literature worldwide in recent decades.
Much as studies might vary in terms of scope and focus,
they all concur in the significance of having a life purpose
for positive youth development. For example, according
to Seligman [1] and French & Joseph [2], the purpose is
an essential contributor to authentic happiness and human
flourishing. They argue that defining a life purpose can
help people feel a greater level of satisfaction in their
lives. Seligman [1] even specifically points out three
different paths to happiness and refers to defining a clear
life purpose as a way to achieve deeper, long-term
contentment. This conclusion aligns with findings from
other researchers [3-4], who associate purpose with better
psychological health. According to these scholars, the
higher the participants’ purpose scores are, the more
likely they are able to navigate hardships and develop
resilience, which in turn increases their psychological
health.

Important as it is, the purpose is not discovered naturally
by everyone but is, instead, contingent on a number of

factors. Johnson [5] suggests that such elements as
technology, war, religion, and government largely
contribute to the young people's understanding of self and
development of a life purpose. In his 2014 book Excellent
Sheep: The Miseducation of the American Elite and the
Way to a Meaningful Life, Deresiewicz also underscores
the critical role of college education with professors and
peers in the development of students' life purpose.[6] He
emphasizes that although there are possibilities for one to
discover his/her own life purpose, the process is much
facilitated by college education and that this is the best
place where one can find his/her calling in life. Indeed,
the society and culture that people are surrounded with,
especially the school environment, can influence their
discovery of purpose.

Recently, findings from some research, such as one by
Boddy [7], have particularly focused on the exam culture
as a phenomenon potentially correlating with the
development of youth’s life purpose. Implications from
these findings have raised critical questions about the
impact that an exam-driven culture can have on students'
discovery of life purpose. However, although this topic
has been investigated in other parts of the world, such as
the United States or the United Kingdom, it has so far
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remained a gap in the context of Vietnam education.
Therefore, | decided to carry out research to extend on
this emerging literature. To be more specific, | would like
to conduct a study with a larger and more diverse sample
from Vietnam (Boddy’s study involves 24 male high
school students in the UK) as an attempt to provide
further evidence related to the correlation between an
exam-driven culture and youth’s ability to discover their
life purpose. This hopefully would offer new and
localized insights into the issue.

I came up with a hypothesis that the exam culture has a
negative effect on Vietnamese students’ ability to explore
their life purpose. In order to test this hypothesis, I
worked with a group of 135 students, including both high
school students and university students, to investigate the
pressures imposed by the high-stake exams they have to
deal with and the correlation between these pressures and
their capacity to define their life purpose.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1. Life purpose

Although most people, both adults, and adolescents,
might have a general understanding of what a life purpose
is, a number of different definitions have been circulating
the literature. Some early studies [1-8-9] propose a broad
definition, under which purpose is believed to involve
both internally-directed and externally directed sources
of the meaning of life.

A more novel approach to the definition of life purpose
suggests, “Purpose is a stable and generalized intention
to accomplish something that is at once meaningful to the

self and of consequence to the world beyond the self” [10].

This definition includes three important components.
First, according to this definition, a purpose must
represent a clear intention and ultimate stable aim that an
individual wants to achieve. Second, a purpose must be
meaningful to the individual himself/herself. According
to Bronk et al. [11], this self-meaning emphasizes the
voluntary nature of the purpose: the individual should
voluntarily pursue the purpose and be the driving force
behind it instead of merely being motivated by outside
factors as parents or peers. Third and most importantly, a
purpose should be meaningful to others' well-being and
go beyond the benefits of the individual. In other words,
a life purpose under this definition underscores the
intention to act towards a larger cause, serve a world
beyond the self, and make a meaningful contribution to
the well-being of other people. Bronk et al. [11] highlight
this final component as the central point of the definition
as it helps distinguish the definition from earlier
approaches as well as other concepts such as meaning. In
short, under this novel definition, purpose exists “at the
intersection of intention, engagement and contribution”

[7]
In this paper, | would like to adopt the definition from

Damon et al. [10] due to its ability to clearly define
specific components of purpose and its emphasis on the
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intention to do something larger than oneself. The
purpose is a clear and specific goal that one sets to benefit
himself/herself and the aim to serve the larger world into
which one is embedded.

2.2. Exam Culture

In his recent book named Excellent Sheep: The
Miseducation of the American Elite and the Way to a
Meaningful Life, Deresiewicz [6] portrays an educational
system that places a strong emphasis on high-stakes exam
testing and a rat race to elite colleges. In that system,
students are so consumed by “the clubs, bands, projects,
teams, APs, SATs, evenings, weekends, summers,
coaches, tutors, ‘leadership’, ‘service’ required to get
admitted to top colleges that they are left with little time
to explore their life purpose (p. 11). The researcher also
expresses his concern that students in the USA are
reported to have almost no time and no tools to discover
their ultimatums and what they want out of life. [6]

In the same light, another researcher [12] also laments the
school system that overemphasizes or even places above
all else the importance of high-stakes testing. This
concern is shared by other studies, such as one research
[13], which finds that 80% of the teachers' participants
stated that the British assessment system ‘hinders the
development of the whole child’. According to this
research, the current exam system in the UK is believed
to “hold back the development of a child’s moral
character” and become so pervasive in schools that it
excludes other educational functions. (p.5) More
seriously, an increasing number of students in England
and Hongkong who have engaged in self-harming
behaviors such as suicidal due to the pressures imposed
by the exam culture has also been reported. [14]

In this paper, the phrase "exam culture” is used to
describe a system similar to those criticized by the
aforementioned authors in the United States, United
Kingdom, and Hongkong. To be more precise, it refers to
a system where students are placed under heavy pressures
of exams so frequently that their lives and beliefs are
overwhelmed by their performances in tests. In other
words, the educational process has become excessively
connected with exam preparation to the extent that the
two become indistinguishable. [7]

Such an exam culture seems to also exist in Vietnam.
According to a report, “the Vietnamese education system
is exam-oriented and theoretical.” [15] In Vietnam,
students’ entrance into high levels of education such as
high school or university education is decided by their
performance in one single test. Admission to public
universities and colleges, in particular, is highly
competitive and is often considered a great achievement,
which also means overwhelming importance is attached
to high-stakes exams. Exam periods in Vietnam are even
dubbed “suicide season”, due to the growing numbers of
suicidal cases committed by students upon the
announcement of university entrance results every
summer. [16] The mainstream media and some studies
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such as one conducted in 2020 [17] even call the
phenomenon happening in Vietnam education a degree-
mindset. Thus, it can be safe to say that Vietnam is a
typical example of an exam culture where the pressures
to pass exams have overwhelmingly crowded out other
educational process aspects.

2.3. Exam Culture and Life Purpose

According to Boddy [7], students who have to deal with
more pressure to perform well in exams are less likely to
have sufficient time to explore their life purpose. His
research carried out with 24 male students in the UK
reveals that there is a negative correlation between the
level of stress experienced by the students and the extent
to which they have a sense of purpose. This is because
students are so consumed by the test preparations that
they have little time to discover their purpose. However,
Boddy remains cautious about providing a conclusion
about the causal relationship between the two. [7]

Some other scholars put forward another insight about
the relationship between life purpose and exam culture:
the stress that students feel actually does not stem from
the exam culture, but rather their inability to define their
life purpose, and therefore a better sense of purpose in
life can help reduce the once supposedly exam-induced
stress. For example, one scholar asserts that students’
unhappiness tends to disappear when they can
successfully determine what is meaningful in their life.
The stress that they often have to cope with is actually
not from the pressures to take exams, but rather from the
lack of life purpose. [18]

However, the literature on the relationship between the
exam culture and students' ability to explore their life
purpose seems to be lacking. Most search results related
to the issue of students' life purpose and the testing
system come from the mainstream press.

3. METHODS

3.1. Samples

As my goal in this research is to see if the situation
described in Boddy’s study about UK students also
happens in Vietnam, | start out with a hypothesis that
there is also a negative correlation between the exam
culture and students’ ability to explore their life purpose
as portrayed in his study. | followed an almost similar
approach that Boddy took in his research and made some
adjustments to the size of the samples, the diversity of the
samples, and the research instruments with the
expectation that the findings can offer new and localized
insights. [7]

To be more specific, in this study, | begin by examining
the pressures that students feel imposed on them by the
Vietnamese education system. After that, I investigate the
impact of these pressures on students’ exploration of their
own life purpose.
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In order to do so, | worked with a group of 135 students
including both high schoolers and first-year students
from three different areas in Northern Vietnam: Hanoi,
Hai Phong, and Thai Nguyen. Despite the different
locations, all samples are learning at urban schools and
universities. Their real origins can, in reality, be more
diverse as the group of university students also include
those from rural areas who move to Hanoi to pursue their
study. These students range from 17 to 19 years old, with
102 belonging to the first group of high schoolers and 33
coming from the second group of university students.
This sampling group consists of both boys and girls,
which is a striking difference from the sample included
in Boddy’s study, which only involves 24 male high
school students. [7]

The reasons behind this choice of samples are twofold.
First, these students are either preparing for the national
university entrance exam or recently passing it and
getting ready for their first tests at the university,
meaning they might experience more obvious levels of
exam-induced stress than others. Second, these students
are randomly chosen on a mere basis of convenience as |
could access them more easily thanks to my personal
connection with their schools.

3.2. Approach, Instruments, and Procedure

Data collection was done through a mix-method
approach with an online survey delivered to 135 students
and one-on-one semi-structured interviews conducted
with 7 participants. To be more specific, the data
collection process can be broken down into the following
phases.

Phase 1: | created an online survey using a Google form.
The reason behind this choice instead of a Qualtric tool
is that Google form is friendly to most students in
Vietnam. As many high schoolers, especially those who
do not reside in big cities, might not be familiar with
using technology, it is really important to deliver the
survey on a platform they can easily handle. Google form
is often made use of in many activities that students enjoy,
such as Facebook confessions.

Due to the time constraints, | could not travel to the
schools to meet students in person, yet the online survey
might create a better sense of confidentiality and security
for the participants.

The survey was adapted from a questionnaire used in
Boddy’s project in 2015. The whole survey is divided
into four major sections: study goals, extracurricular
activities, exam culture in Vietnam, and life purpose. To
facilitate participants' understanding and to avoid
unnecessary, inaccurate information due to language
barriers, the survey is translated into Vietnamese. Some
questions are also adjusted to suit a new sampling
population: university students.

Phase 2: | then piloted the survey with two students in
my own class at the university to get their feedback on
their experience of filling in the questionnaire. These
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students pointed out some typos and asked me to include
clearer instruction about the video question, including
reminders about the video subtitles.

Phase 3: In phase three of the data collection process, |
contacted some of my colleagues who are currently
teaching high school students and one colleague teaching
at a university in Hanoi. These colleagues offered me
help in contacting their students. It was clear to them that
participation is voluntary; they have the complete
freedom to refuse to participate. However, to encourage
their participation, | stressed that their information would
be kept completely confidential, and they would have a
chance to get free study materials as appreciation for their
participation.

Phase 4: After the survey was collected, | contacted 7
students to do interviews through Zoom. These 7 students
were chosen from those who agreed to leave their
personal information and provided more detailed answers
to open questions in the questionnaire than others. The
interviews were done online because it was not easily
possible for me to travel to Hai Phong and Thai Nguyen,
and upon being given two choices of either online or
offline interviews, the participants opted for the former
for their convenience. The interviews were recorded, and
relevant parts were transcribed.

4. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

4.1. Levels and sources of pressures

In the first part of the survey, the high school students
were asked about the goals they set for themselves in the
upcoming university entrance exam, while the freshmen
were required to provide information about their goals in
the first academic year at college. The next two questions
inquired about students' evaluation of their possibility to
achieve their goals and the reasons why they set such
targets.

In response to the first question, most high school
students chose the first option (getting 7-10 in the
university entrance exam) as their goal. To be more
precise, around 80% of the high school students
participating in the survey believed that they would want
to get at least a 7 in each test for the university entrance.
Only three out of 102 students indicated that they set no
goals, and only another three would set a lower target of
getting at least a five in the exam. 20 students added other
options that reflected their own target, including getting
at least 8-9 in each test, getting at least 8.5 on average,
getting a high place in the national contest for gifted
students in order to secure a place at college, getting
admitted to a specific university, getting IELTS 8.0, or
studying abroad.

Regarding the students’ perceptions of their own goals,
most of these students believe that the targets they set for
themselves would pose some levels of challenge. 73 out
of 102 students considered their goals somewhat difficult,
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difficult, very difficult, or almost impossible to achieve.
Among the remaining 29 students, 22 students believed
that their targets would be neither too hard nor too easy.

Answers of the first-year students reflected somewhat a
similar tendency with most students setting a high target
of getting 3.3 or above (In Vietnam, 3.3 GPA can
guarantee one will get a distinction degree). 4 students
said that they would aspire to be in the top 10% of their
class or department. Only 4 out of 33 students chose
“passing all subjects is enough” as their answers. It is
interesting that 8 students added their own options;
however, these options are also related to high academic
achievements such as “getting a high score”, “getting a
high GPA”, or “getting a high IELTS score”. Upon being
asked to evaluate their goals, only 8 students believed
these goals would be “easy” or “neither easy nor
difficult”; the remaining students considered their goals
to be difficult at varying degrees.

From these findings, it could be conclusive that the
majority of students, including both high schoolers and
freshmen, tended to aspire to very high academic
achievements and feel concerned about the possibility of
reaching their goals.

Moving on to the next question about the reason behind
students’ goals, “I want to get into a top university” was
rated as the most important motivation for high school
students while “I want to get a good job” was deemed the
most significant reason by the freshmen group. Both
groups of students voted “It’s important for me to achieve
these targets” as their second most important reason for
setting their goals. Each of the other options got votes
from students as well, indicating that other motivations
also exist.

As Vietnamese universities' admission process does not
involve students' records of extracurricular activities, |
decided to cut this part off the survey. The next set of
questions focuses on the impact of the exam culture and
educational system in Vietnam on students. In order to
facilitate students in completing the survey, | asked them
to watch the trailer of a documentary named "Race to
Nowhere". This documentary features heartbreaking
stories about students who have been seriously suffering
from the relentless pressure to achieve in the USA. It
highlights some dire consequences of an exam culture
and the rat race it creates such as cheating, stress-related
illness, burnout, and disengagement. After watching the
trailer, participants were asked to express their
agreement/ disagreement on a set of statements related to
topics raised in the trailer.

Responses to questions in this section display both
similarities and differences with findings in other studies
about the UK and the US situation. On the one hand, the
Vietnamese students participating in this study also
expressed their criticism of Vietnam's exam culture. 124
out of 135 students strongly agreed or agreed that the
situation portrayed in "Race to Nowhere" could also be
experienced in Vietnam; of the remaining participants, 8
did not provide a clear opinion, and only 3 disagreed with
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the statement. A similarly concerning picture could also
be seen from the participants' responses to the next
statements: an overwhelming proportion of students
agreed at varying degrees that they could relate to the
students in the trailer as well as feel pressurized or even
depressed due to the system in Vietnam.

In the semi-structured interview that followed up the
survey, a girl in Hai Phong confessed her burn-out and
stress induced by the system:

And about the testing and assessment system in our
country, | always feel overloaded trying to deal with
different exams and get good marks to be respected
by other people. This feeling reached its peak during
the entrance exam to my high school. I really had to
cope with great pressures about everything. I didn’t
take part in any extracurricular activities; | just
locked myself in my room and learned the whole day.

On the other hand, a striking difference from findings in
the literature is that there is a noticeable proportion of
students who believed that the exam culture could be
beneficial to them in some ways. In the interview with
two students, they revealed an opinion that although they
admitted the exam-induced stress, they felt that this stress
was helpful to them as it promoted their resilience. A
participant claimed “diamonds are made under pressure,
So are we”, revealing his appreciation for the pressures
created by the testing system. For him, these pressures
provided him with essential motivations to reach his
targets.

In conclusion, findings concerning students' goals,
sources of motivation, and perceptions of the exam
culture in Vietnam seem to lend credence to previous
studies researching the situation in other countries. To be
more specific, students joining this research also set very
ambitious academic goals that they believed were
difficult to reach. Their motivation to set such goals
mainly came from the expectation to be admitted to a top-
notch university or land a good job though other sources
of motivation also existed. With regard to the students'
opinion on the educational system in Vietnam, the
majority of students revealed that they experience a
somewhat similar exam culture to that in the USA and
that they suffer from stress and burnouts due to this
system although there is a noticeable number of students
who defended the exam culture.

4.2. Purpose and correlation between purpose
and exam culture

In the final section of the survey, students were asked to
provide information about their life purposes. They were
first introduced to the definition and examples of purpose
used in this study. I included a simplified version of the
definition by Damon et al. [10] and reproduced some
examples given by Boddy [7] in this part.

Students’ responses to the first question about whether
they had a life purpose reflected a slightly different
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picture painted by Boddy’s findings. 82 out of 135
students said that they might have a life purpose but they
were not so sure about it; 44 students believed they had
identified their life purpose while the 9 others chose "no,
I don't know what my life purpose is" in response to the
question. At first glance, this seems a more positive
situation than what happened among Boddy’s samples
who overwhelmingly were not sure about their life
purpose. However, as those who chose "yes" or "maybe"
to the first question continued with the next question
where they were required to specify their purpose, results
seemed to align with the literature. A majority of answers
centered around "becoming a rich person™ or "enjoying
the money | earn" with few students providing a specific
life purpose that aligns with the given definition and
examples. Therefore, it could be safer to treat the first
question’s responses with caution, given they were self-
reported by students who were just exposed to the
definition wvery briefly. Students' answers further
bolstered this during the interviews. For example, despite
claiming that she had identified her life purpose, a
participant included “following my dream” as her
purpose. When asked further about what the dream
exactly was, she said she would need more time to figure
it out.

Findings from the next question items could illuminate
the correlation between students' ability to find a life
purpose and the exam culture. Nearly all participants
indicated that they would like to explore their life purpose
and that having a life purpose would help them sail
through their hardships more easily. However, they also
revealed that at present, they would like to focus more on
short-term goals such as getting good grades at school or
improving their chance to get into a good college. Indeed,
104 students agreed at varying degrees with the statement
that "the main task at this stage of my life is to make sure
I get the best grades or get into a top university; | will try
to explore my life purpose later"; most of the other 31
students expressed a neutral idea towards this. In an
interview with a student in Hanoi, she explained that
"kids like me always change; I think it is more practical
to just focus on my study and try to secure a place at a
top university first. | think 1 have my whole life ahead to
explore what | really want to do with my life. If I just focus
too much on a goal right now, | am afraid I might change
my mind later and regret it.”

This finding aligns with students' reaction to the next
statement, "l have no time or headspace to look into this
right now". Students who took part in the interviews also
reiterated this opinion, saying that they were so
consumed by the amount of class work, homework, and
exams that they would not contemplate "big things" in
their life. A student added that whenever he had free time,
all he would want to do would be to lounge around to
unwind or play games; his study was already too stressful,
and did not want to spend more time thinking. However,
it was interesting that the interviewed students did reveal
some occasions when they were encouraged to explore
and follow their life purpose by brief sharings by some of
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their teachers during class time or informal chats with
their teachers and senior students.

What could be seen from these results is the consistency
with the literature. Although there are certain differences
in the way the educational system works here in Vietham
from how it works in other countries like the USA or the
UK, Vietnamese students who took part in this study also
reflected a similar picture. They also have the motivation
to explore what their life purpose is, but might be
hindered from doing so by the amount of time and energy
required of them to thrive academically at school and in
high stakes exams. This, therefore, has lent credence to
my hypothesis at the beginning of this research: there is
a negative correlation between the exam culture in
Vietnam and students’ ability to discover their life

purpose.

5. LIMITATIONS

One major problem with the current study is the size of
the sample, especially the number of students who took
part in in-depth interviews. A bigger and more diverse
sample that includes students from the rural areas and
from less well-reputed schools might help paint a more
accurate picture of the issue. Furthermore, more energy
and efforts invested in conducting more insightful and
extended interviews would help shed light on students'

real reflections of life purpose.

Furthermore, | would like to acknowledge that although
this study expanded its scope by involving both high
school students and first-year students, | could not create
distinctive sets of questions that tailor to their differences.
Therefore, it would be useful for future research to work

more specifically on each group's typicalities.

Another problem that | wish to overcome in future
research is an improved translation of the term "purpose”
in Vietnamese. In my questionnaire and interviews, |
referred to "purpose" as "muc dich séng" in Vietnamese
and provided quite a detailed definition as well as specific
examples. However, as the results turned out, many
students did not particularly pay attention to a very
important component of the definition, which is to do
something larger than themselves. One possible
candidate equivalent in Vietnamese might be “ly tuong

song" or “hoai bdo".
6. CONCLUSION

Through an online survey delivered to 135 students and
semi-structured interviews conducted with 7 participants,
the study confirms the amount of stress felt by the
sampling population about the exam culture in Vietnam
and the negative correlation between this culture and the
students’ failure to identify their life purpose. This result
aligns with findings from the literature about the
situations in other countries such as the United States and
the United Kingdom although the its findings also
highlight some perceptions held by participants that the
exam culture helps nurture their overall resilience. This
slight divergence, therefore, calls for further studies in
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culture-driven factors that affect students’ perceptions of
life purpose.
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