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Abstract. This article evaluates the impact of fine arts education through project-
based learning in the interdisciplinary STEAM-based model (Science,
Technology, Engineering, Arts, and Mathematics) on enhancing cultural and
social awareness among university students in Vietnam. The research addresses
two main questions: (1) How does interdisciplinary fine arts education promote
cultural and social awareness? (2) Can art projects based on the STEAM model
develop students' capacity for cultural understanding and social engagement?
The study combines theoretical framework analysis, experimental teaching
design, surveys, and student interviews to examine the effectiveness of this
model. The findings show that, although students still face certain challenges
with technological skills, limitations in structure, and limited time, the fine arts
learning approach using interdisciplinary STEAM-based projects helps improve
artistic expression skills, fosters critical thinking, and enhances connections with
cultural and social values.
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1 Introduction

In contemporary education, the role of art has shifted beyond technical training and
aesthetic appreciation. Modern art education increasingly focuses on fostering critical
thinking, cultural understanding, and social awareness (Ballengee-Morris & Stuhr,
2001; Carneiro & Draxler, 2008; Lee, 2012). This shift is reinforced by the evolution
from the STEM model (Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics) to
STEAM, which incorporates the Arts to encourage interdisciplinary, socially
responsive learning (Connor & Whittington, 2015; Yakman & Lee, 2012).

This study focuses on two key competencies: cultural awareness, defined as the
ability to interpret artistic expressions within historical and social contexts; and social
consciousness, understood as empathetic and critical engagement with social issues
(Abowitz, 2016; Ballengee-Morris & Stuhr, 2001; Bennett, 2013; Bouchard, 2011;
Byram, 2021; Eisner, 2002; Freedman, 2003; UNESCO, 2009). While international
studies have explored the potential of interdisciplinary fine arts education to foster these
competencies (Chemi, 2014; Deasy et al., 2002; Farrington et al., 2019; Helvac1 &
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Yilmaz, 2022), such efforts in Vietnam remain limited and face structural challenges -
particularly at the university level. This paper evaluates the effectiveness of project-
based learning through interdisciplinary STEAM-based approaches in enhancing stu-
dents’ cultural and social awareness. It also aims to contribute to global STEAM dis-
course while offering recommendations for improving higher art education in Vietnam.

2 Literature review

This study builds its foundation on three interconnected dimensions: (1) cultural
awareness, (2) social awareness, and (3) pedagogical approaches - specifically project-
based learning and STEAM. These dimensions are integrated to examine how fine arts
education can promote deeper cultural and social engagement among students in Vi-
etnam’s context.

Cultural awareness in fine arts education. Elliot Eisner (2002) argues that art is
not only a form of expression but a medium for cultural interpretation and transmission.
Through artistic engagement, students develop the ability to analyze how cultural val-
ues and identities are embedded in visual forms. This aligns with Hatton’s (2019) call
for inclusive fine arts education that challenges dominant, Western-centric narratives
and centers marginalized perspectives. Freedman (2003) further emphasizes the need
for students to critically engage with culture as both an aesthetic and structural con-
struct. Together, these perspectives position cultural awareness as an active, interpre-
tive process fostered through fine arts, rather than passive reception.

Social awareness in fine arts education. Complementing cultural awareness, social
awareness emphasizes civic engagement and empathy through artistic practice. Maxine
Greene’s theory of social imagination encourages students to envision social realities
beyond their own experiences, enabling them to connect with wider community con-
cerns (Abowitz, 2016). Freedman (2003) supports this view, arguing that art mediates
social identity and relationship-building. Selan (2013) adds that socially engaged, emo-
tionally resonant art education helps students develop ethical consciousness. These
frameworks collectively highlight how socially themed fine arts can foster a deeper
sense of community and citizenship.

To implement these concepts in practice in Vietnam’s context, this study draws on
two contemporary pedagogical models:

- Project-based learning (PBL) emphasizes inquiry, collaboration, and real-world
problem solving. It fosters creativity, innovation, and civic responsibility - core com-
petencies aligned with cultural and social awareness (Korkmaz & Kalayci, 2019;
Krajcik & Blumenfeld, 2005).

- In parallel, STEAM-based education promotes interdisciplinary learning by inte-
grating the Arts into STEM fields. This model encourages students to apply creative
thinking to complex problems while developing critical, analytical, and collaborative
skills (Liao, 2016; Yakman, 2008). In doing so, it supports the development of socially
and culturally responsive learners.
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Diagram 1. Conceptual framework for cultural and social awareness STEAM-
based fine arts education in Vietnam

During the research, we identified several challenges in applying interdisciplinary
STEAM approaches to fine arts education in Vietnam. Key issues include the under-
valuing of fine arts as merely decorative, course structure limitations affecting project-
based learning design, unclear theoretical integration, and difficulty aligning projects
with broad educational goals - often resulting in superficial implementation. Additional
barriers include limited methods for assessing interdisciplinary creativity and institu-
tional resistance to curricular innovation.

In response, this study supports educators in piloting project-based methods and ex-
amines their effectiveness for fine arts students. It also evaluates the potential of
STEAM-based models in higher fine arts education and how they can be adapted to
Vietnam’s evolving academic context.

3 Methodology

This study was conducted based on Eisner’s theory of cultural education, which
views the arts as tools for expressing cultural awareness, and Greene’s concept of social
imagination, which emphasizes empathy and social connection. These two theoretical
frameworks guided the design of learning activities in the project-based STEAM
course, aiming to examine student responses grounded in awareness, critical thinking,
and interpretation of cultural values and social engagement.
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In addition, the theoretical foundations also informed the development of observa-
tion protocols, interview questions, and evaluation rubrics, ensuring alignment between
pedagogical goals and the assessment of student learning outcomes.

Case Study 1: The course “History of World Art”

The first experiment was conducted in the History of World Art course at Saigon
University, Ho Chi Minh City, a theory-based module focusing on Western art from
ancient times to the 20th century. The intervention aimed to evaluate how project-based
learning under the STEAM framework could enhance students’ cultural understanding
and critical thinking in a content-heavy, lecture-oriented course.

Sample and sampling methods. A total of 36 first-year Fine Arts Teacher Educa-
tion majors (aged 18 - 22) participated. Eligible students had completed two founda-
tional courses - “Aesthetics” and “Foundations of Vietnamese Culture”, and had not
previously taken a STEAM-based course. The majority (75%) had some knowledge of
Western and Vietnamese art history.

Project Design. The 10-week project (approximately 40 hours) asked students to
reinterpret a Western art period for young Vietnamese audiences by designing an inter-
active exhibition space, using foundation knowledge from the courses “Aesthetics”,
“Foundations of Vietnamese Culture” and “History of World Art”. Activities included
lectures, group work, museum visits, and guided field research at the Ho Chi Minh City
Museum of Fine Arts and History Museum.

Data collection and analysis tools. Data were collected through pre- and post-pro-
ject surveys, product evaluations, and group interviews, focusing on changes in stu-
dents’ cultural awareness, interpretive skills, and social engagement. The analysis em-
ployed both quantitative and qualitative methods, suitable for the study’s small sample
size and educational context.

- Quantitative data from surveys were analyzed using the Wilcoxon signed-rank
test to assess differences before and after participation in the STEAM-based fine arts
project. This non-parametric test ensured reliability and objectivity for ordinal data
within small sample constraints.

- Qualitative data from interviews were thematically coded using Eisner’s frame-
work (cultural awareness through symbolism) and Greene’s theory (social imagination
via critical reflection), supplemented with chi-square validation. Key themes emerging
from student responses included reinterpretations of Western narratives through Viet-
namese perspectives, blending tradition with modernity, and deeper understanding of
fine arts’ social role.

- Product evaluations were assessed using a standardized 10-point rubric and trian-
gulated with survey and interview data, further supporting the consistency and validity
of the findings.

Case Study 2: The Course “Create Observational Drawings”

The second experimental case study was conducted in the “Create Observational
Drawings” course, part of the Creative Product Development program at FPT Mel-
bourne Polytechnic, Ho Chi Minh City. This course provides foundational skills in il-
lustration, composition, and color theory to support students in developing character
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design projects - products that express personal identity in contemporary cultural con-
texts. The project aimed to assess the potential of STEAM-integrated project-based
learning in fostering culturally rooted and socially aware creative thinking. The tradi-
tional challenge observed in this course was that character designs often lacked distinct
identity, clear style, and individual creativity.

Sample and sampling methods. A total of 52 first-year students (aged 18 - 21)
participated in the study, divided into two groups:

- Group 1 (32 students): received instruction following traditional teaching meth-
ods.

- Group 2 (20 students): participated in the STEAM-based project.

In both groups, approximately 63% of students had limited prior training in founda-
tional art skills or creative techniques. This reflects a need for stronger support in de-
veloping visual thinking and creative competencies. All students were simultaneously
enrolled in the “Research and Apply Design Theory” course, which provided a basis
for connecting cultural and artistic inquiry with their design practice.

Project Design.

The course was delivered to both groups over 15 sessions (60 hours), with the central
objective being the design of a character that reflects either personal identity or a rele-
vant social message. For Group 2, the STEAM-based project was structured into four
key phases:

- Skill reinforcement: Students practiced figure drawing, character anatomy, and
stylistic illustration, while researching art movements through the “Research and Apply
Design Theory” course.

- Cultural research: Students engaged in fieldwork at museums and exhibitions,
taking visual notes and sketching folk motifs - an initial step toward cultural awareness
formation.

- Personal ideation: Students developed mood boards, storylines, and group cri-
tiques to support critical thinking and narrative development.

- Creative realization: Students created 3D character models (using clay, papier-
maché, recycled materials), then presented and explained their designs in relation to
cultural and social contexts.

Data collection and analysis tools.

Data were collected using three main tools: pre- and post-course surveys, a rubric
for assessing student design products, and selected group interviews.

- Surveys included Likert-scale and open-ended questions, focusing on students’
awareness of cultural and social factors, their ability to connect artistic elements to
themes of identity and heritage, and their perceived level of social engagement through
character design.

- Product evaluation used a rubric comprising five criteria, scored on a 10-point
scale with assigned weightings. These criteria were grounded in Eisner and Greene’s
theoretical framework to assess students' artistic expression and cultural interpretation
capacities.

- Quantitative analysis employed a Chi-square test to compare differences between
two experimental groups. Meanwhile, qualitative responses from open-ended survey
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questions and interviews were thematically analyzed to highlight evidence of critical
thinking, cultural interpretation, and social connection in the students’ design process.

The integration of these data sources ensured both objectivity and depth in evaluat-
ing how the STEAM-based art project influenced students’ learning and cultural aware-
ness development.

4 Results

Case Study 1: The course “History of World Art”

Changes in cultural and social awareness after the STEAM-based art project.

Pre- and post-project surveys revealed changes in students’ awareness of the social
and cultural roles of fine arts. Before the intervention, only 59% of students (21/36)
agreed that contemporary fine arts accurately reflects cultural and social values, while
39% were uncertain or disagreed. After the project, 90% (32/36) reported that the learn-
ing activities had “greatly changed” their understanding of the relationship between
fine arts, history, and society. To confirm these findings statistically, the Wilcoxon
signed-rank test was applied to all 36 data pairs, showing a consistent post-project score
increase, with an average difference of +1.5 points. The test result (W =0, Z = -4.7821,
p <0.00001) confirms the change was statistically reliable and consistent.

Additionally, students were asked to identify key elements that deepened their re-
flection on social and cultural issues through an artistic lens. Many cited a stronger
interest in topics such as “learning more about the historical value of art in other cul-
tures” and “how to analyze fine arts through the lens of social meaning and symbolism”
reflecting the project's impact according to Eisner and Greene's concept of cultural and
social awareness.

Evaluation results and product presentation.

To ensure transparency and consistency in the assessment process, a rubric compris-
ing five criteria was developed and applied to all project outputs. These criteria were
grounded in Eisner’s and Greene’s educational theories, as well as the pedagogical ob-
jectives of STEAM-based learning. Each criterion was rated on a 10-point scale and
weighted accordingly, enabling both qualitative and quantitative evaluation. The com-
posite scores were used to compare student groups (see Fig. 1). Evaluations were con-
ducted by the supervising instructors and guest experts, all of whom agreed on the ru-
bric content and scoring methods. This multidimensional feedback approach aimed to
support students’ critical thinking development.
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(Source: Collected by authors)

Fig. 1. Comparative evaluation of groups’ performances based on the five assessment criteria.

The rubric was shared with students before the project began to guide their planning
and help them engage in the design process with clear intent and ownership. The
specific expectations for each criterion are presented in the following Table 1:

Table 1. Specific expectations

Evaluation Crite- | Weight Requirements Guiding Questions
ria
Theme 20% The project should How does the
(based on Eisner’s reinterpret historical, projects  reinterpret
cultural theory) cultural, or artistic key cultural or
elements from a artistic elements
Vietnamese youth from Western
perspective. history through a
Vietnamese lens?
Design style and 40% The design should suit the | - What design
creativity selected theme, choices support your
(based on Greene’s reflect critical interpretation of the
social imagination thinking, and theme?
theory) creatively engage youth by | - How did you

integrating Western and | apply knowledge of

Vietnamese aesthetics. art history or youth

trends?
Interactivity (based | 20% The presentation should | What interactive
on PBL goals) engage the audience, strategies were used
encourage exploration, and | to attract and involve
enhance learning through | young Vietnamese
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explain and justify design
decisions, respond to
feedback confidently, and
demonstrate critical
thinking.

interaction. audiences?
Application of 10% The project should What  tools  or
Technology/ incorporate technical or | knowledge from
Interdisciplinary interdisciplinary other disciplines
knowledge knowledge (e.g., lighting | within STEAM
arrangement, Al sound, helped complete the
QR codes). exhibit?
Presentation 10% The student should clearly | - How did you

explain and defend
your design choices?
- What was your
response to feedback
from peers and

experts?

The weighting of evaluation criteria was deliberately prioritized to reflect the pro-
ject’s primary focus on enhancing students’ cultural and social awareness through ar-
tistic interpretation. “Design style and creativity” (40%) and “Theme” (20%) were em-
phasized most heavily, as these elements directly showcase students’ ability to reinter-
pret cultural and historical content through a contemporary lens, aligned with Eisner’s
and Greene’s frameworks. In contrast, criteria such as “Interactivity”, “Application of
Technology/ Interdisciplinary knowledge”, and “Presentation” were assigned lighter
weights (20%, 10%, and 10% respectively), serving as supportive tools within the
STEAM and PBL frameworks. This approach ensured students were encouraged to ex-
plore meaning and reflection rather than feel pressured by technical or performance-
based demands.

In addition to the exhibition model, each student group was required to maintain a
research journal documenting their process of idea development, theoretical explora-
tion, fieldwork, and data collection. This journal functioned as an “investigative note-
book,” providing evidence of critical thinking and the ability to apply interdisciplinary
knowledge in exhibition design. It also served as a supplementary tool for evaluating
individual participation, reflection, and responsibility within the group.

In addition to the rubric-based assessment, the project’s implementation also re-
flected students’ reflective, creative, and interactive engagement. During the produc-
tion phase, several student groups actively researched and incorporated local cultural
and artistic elements - such as the architecture of Saigon Chg Lén, the museums of Ba
Ria - Viing Tau and the Ao Dai Museum in Ho Chi Minh City. They also referenced
popular youth entertainment forms like photo booths, cosplay, and aesthetic preferences
among contemporary Vietnamese youth (See Fig. 2). These creative choices demon-
strated the students’ ability to embed their artworks into contemporary social contexts,
moving beyond traditional didactic approaches.
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Fig. 2. Details of cultural and social inspiration in students’ design.

Through group interviews and research journals, students expressed that the project
helped them better understand the artist’s social role. This shift in awareness was par-
ticularly evident in responses to post-project interview questions like: “What was the
biggest challenge during the project?” Many students cited the difficulty of blending
Western art styles with the aesthetics of modern Vietnamese youth. Yet, these chal-
lenges also prompted deeper reflection on their roles - not just as learners, but as com-
municators of cultural values. Additionally, students identified technical and organiza-
tional constraints such as “limited technological skills” and “restricted project duration”
as factors affecting the outcomes. These insights highlight areas for adjustment in future
fine arts education curricula to better align with interdisciplinary STEAM-based ap-
proaches.

Case Study 2: The course “Create Observational Drawings”

Comparison of results between the two experimental groups.

The analysis revealed significant differences in both the quality of student products
and the level of cultural - social awareness between the group taught using traditional
methods and the group engaged in the STEAM-based project. In Group 1, student de-
signs tended to focus on simple forms, using common visual symbols (such as animals
or emotional icons). While technically sound in basic skills, these works often lacked
cultural depth and personal identity. In contrast, students in the STEAM integrated
group demonstrated clear integration between character design and elements of culture,
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history, and personal experience. Many projects featured narrative development, de-
tailed material experimentation, contextual symbolism, and an embedded social mes-
sage.

Although both groups met the basic project requirements, the products from Group
1 generally lacked distinctive character traits and personal style (Fig. 3). These students
demonstrated the ability to create character narratives, often representing themselves or
business concepts, with a tendency toward commercial application. However, many
choose simple shapes and facial expressions (e.g., animals, favorite objects, mood sym-
bols like joy or sadness), with minimal evidence of cultural or historical artistic inspi-
ration.

In contrast, Group 2’s products reflected a stronger level of integration, embedding
personal memories and lived experiences into their character designs. This enabled
deeper connections to social and cultural contexts (Fig. 4). The characters created by
Group 2 showed greater diversity in form and attention to expressive details - such as
body shape, facial features, hairstyles, patterns on costumes, and material textures -
used purposefully to communicate specific cultural messages.

(Source: Collected by authors)

Fig. 3. Some character design products from Group 1 using the traditional teaching approach.
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(Source: Collected by authors)

Fig. 4. Selected character designs from Group 2 using the STEAM-based art project approach.

Evaluation results and product presentation.

To ensure objectivity and transparency, the course evaluation rubric was shared with
both student groups prior to the start of the design project. Each criterion was scored
on a 10-point scale and weighted by percentage to calculate the final score. The results
were publicly presented to all students along with written feedback and peer critiques.
This process was intended to help students reflect critically on their performance and
apply lessons learned to future coursework (see Table 2).

Table 2. Evaluation criteria.

Evaluation Criteria | Weight Requirements Guiding Questions
1. Character story 20% 1. Character story and - What message
and message message does the character
(based on Eisner’s (based on Eisner’s theory | communicate?
theory of cultural of cultural education) - Does the story re-
education) late to a personal
experience or event?
2. Design creativity 40% Creative shaping, - Does the design
and personal style expression, and incorporate  tradi-
(based on Greene’s distinctive costume tional culture into
theory of social im- details. contemporary
agination) Application of aesthetic | works?
styles and personal iden- | - Did you refer-
tity. ence any cultural
heritage or folk
elements?
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3. Cultural, histori- 20% Cultural, historical, or - Does the design
cal, and social di- contemporary social ele- | incorporate  tradi-
mensions (based on ments are meaningfully | tional culture into
PBL objectives) embedded in the charac- | contemporary
ter. works?
- Did you refer-
ence any cultural
heritage or folk
elements?
4. Technical skills 10% Competent use of What knowledge or
and interdisciplinary materials and modeling | technical skills did
application (based techniques to presenta | you apply to bring
on STEAM-based complete work. your ideas to life?
education)
5. Presentation and 10% Clear and confident - How do you ex-
critical reflection presentation. plain your design in-
Justification of design spiration?
decisions based on - How did peer or
research and experience. | instructor feedback
Demonstrates openness | help you improve
to your work?
feedback and
constructive dialogue.

Based on the published assessment criteria, scores from the STEAM group stood
out, particularly in design thinking, cultural integration, and critical reflection. Statisti-
cal analysis using the Chi-square test revealed that the percentage of students who
demonstrated “clear cultural-social awareness” in the STEAM group was six times
higher than in the traditional group (18.2% compared to 2.9%). In contrast, the tradi-
tional group had a significantly higher percentage of students categorized under “lim-
ited awareness” (32.4% compared to 4.5%). The Chi-square test result (x> = 8.625, p =
0.0712) indicates a notable difference in cognitive patterns between the groups.

Analysis of reflections and evidence of critical thinking.

Students in Group 2 not only completed their design tasks but also demonstrated
their critical thinking abilities by articulating their design concepts through cultural and
social lenses. For instance, characters like “Cuppa” (representing personal memories
combined with Vietnamese ceramic heritage), “Heart of the Tide” (a metaphor for emo-
tional inner flows and life rthythms), and “Coco Doll” (blending folk elements with
contemporary culture) exemplified how students used art as a medium to express iden-
tity and cultural connection. A comparative analysis of pre- and post-project survey
responses further validated the impact of the STEAM project on cultural and social
awareness among Group 2 students.

These students could identify various cultural and social elements influencing their
creative decisions. Their reflections revealed deeper levels of understanding and a
broader sense of cultural awareness, allowing them to reinterpret personal feedback and
evolve their design perspectives (see Fig. 5).
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Fig. 5. Changes in students’ cultural awareness before and after participating in the
STEAM-based art project.

In addition, students’ reflections revealed that they came to understand art not merely
as a visual practice but as a form of cultural expression. Visits to museums, the study
of folk motifs, and peer critiques helped them establish new connections between self
and community through artistic practice. This represents the development of critical
thinking - a core competency in art education as emphasized by Eisner and Greene -
where students are not just creating visual representations but constructing cultural and
social meaning through their work.

After completing the STEAM-based project, students in the experimental group
shared various reflections that demonstrated a shift in how they understood and applied
art as a form of narrative, identity, and community connection. Rather than focusing
solely on technical aspects, many began designing characters as a way to express per-
sonal memories, folk culture, and contemporary social issues. For example, student N
recounted creating a character inspired by her beloved grandmother, incorporating
memories of traditional ceramics and visuals she recorded during a visit to the Ho Chi
Minh City History Museum. The image of a teacup became a symbol of family and
personal identity in her character “Cuppa” (Fig. 6).

Similarly, student V created the character “Sunflower Heart” to convey healing, re-
silience, and acceptance of emotional scars through personal symbols of light and hope-
embedding the sunflower as a metaphor of optimism and strength (Fig. 7). These ex-
amples show how students not only externalized emotions but transformed them into
socially communicative messages.
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Another case, student H’s character “Coco Doll” represented a fusion of Russian
Matryoshka dolls and Rococo aesthetics. Using soft materials and pastel hues, the char-
acter conveyed the experience of being overlooked or misunderstood due to outward
appearances - serving as a subtle critique of social stereotypes. Through this personal
narrative, student H reinterpreted foreign cultural motifs with a critical local lens, high-
lighting broader societal issues through individual experience (Fig. 8).

The story started when I was a child, when
I was a 5th grade girl, my grandmother 0
used to tell me that "Not only people or ™71 =
| animals, but also objects have emotions. = Y
o3 For they contain the feelings of the man

- inspiration  started from my
other, who is a person who loves to
crafts, and especially pottery. The

she made were glumsy and
rhtly, but they contained the love she oA

(Source: Collected by authors)
Fig. 6. The character “Cuppa” combines cultural inspiration with personal
memory.

(Source: Collected by authors)
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Fig. 7. The character “Sunflower Heart” conveys a social message.

COCO POLL

(Source: Collected by authors)

Fig. 8. The character “Coco Doll” reflects the influence of Western culture.

Based on the above findings, it is evident that the STEAM project - when integrated
with cultural practices - has helped students expand their understanding of the social
role of fine arts. The learning process not only improved their skills in visual creation
but also enhanced their ability to interpret culture, think critically, and cultivate empa-
thy - core competencies in contemporary interdisciplinary fine arts education.

5. Discussion

Findings from the two experimental case studies suggest that STEAM-based art learn-
ing not only transforms instructional practices, but also redefines the role of fine arts
education in Vietnamese higher education. When students connect their creative work
with cultural and social contexts, art learning shifts from being merely aesthetic to be-
coming a vehicle for cultural formation, civic reflection, and dialogue with community
and heritage. The integration of STEAM with project-based learning creates a learning
environment where critical thinking, interdisciplinarity, and creativity are central.

In the art history case, students were encouraged to reframe historical narratives
through digital tools and interactive media. This challenged traditional modes of teach-
ing by prompting students to adopt contemporary lenses and socially relevant themes.
Similarly, in the character design case, students used personal memories and local cul-
ture to develop narratives embedded in their characters. These activities demonstrated
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the potential of STEAM to promote both critical and creative engagement in socially
grounded ways.

However, several persistent challenges remain. Technical limitations, restricted ac-
cess to resources, and the dominance of single-discipline, product-oriented teaching
models hinder the full potential of STEAM implementation. Students were often placed
in a passive role by traditional assessments, with limited preparation for interdiscipli-
nary thinking or reflective practice. In both cases, students struggled with translating
abstract social or cultural ideas into visual and material forms. Despite being encour-
aged to think critically, some outputs reflected only surface-level interpretations due to
insufficient technical preparation and symbolic literacy.

Notably, while students developed cultural awareness - reflected in their ability to
reinterpret traditional symbols through a modern lens - competencies such as empathy
and civic engagement were less consistently achieved. This unevenness highlights the
broader pattern in Vietnamese arts education, where technical or aesthetic proficiency
tends to be emphasized over social imagination and critique.

The study reinforces the significance of Eisner’s theory of symbolic cognition and
Greene’s concept of social imagination. When students are challenged to reinterpret
historical or cultural narratives using art, they move beyond visual representation to a
form of “cultural decoding.” This process encourages the formation of interdisciplinary
competencies that are essential in contemporary arts education. Moreover, students’
ability to recognize and express tensions between tradition and modernity shows the
evolving role of the artist as a social and cultural interpreter.

6. Conclusion

This study demonstrates that a STEAM-based, project-driven model can meaning-
fully enhance cultural and social awareness in fine arts education at the university level.
By combining theory, technology, and social inquiry, students not only developed cre-
ative competencies but also engaged in critical reflection on identity, heritage, and com-
munity.

These outcomes, while promising, emerged within a limited scope - restricted sam-
ple size, course duration, and institutional constraints. Thus, the study offers a concep-
tual and pedagogical model, not a definitive solution. The true potential of STEAM lies
in its ability to reposition students as cultural interpreters and social actors, not just as
artistic producers. Realizing this requires curricular reform, structural support, and a
commitment to long- term, interdisciplinary development.

Based on the findings of this study, the following recommendations are proposed to
strengthen the integration of STEAM-based approaches in Vietnamese fine arts higher
education:

Curriculum redesign toward interdisciplinary integration. Fine arts curricula
should be restructured to support interdisciplinary learning by integrating artistic prac-
tice with technology, cultural studies, and contemporary social themes. Modular course
design should ensure that competencies develop progressively across different training
stages rather than being confined to isolated, content-heavy courses. This approach
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would encourage students to apply knowledge contextually and engage with broader
societal narratives.

Digital literacy and technological capacity building. To implement STEAM-
based projects effectively, students require more than artistic skills - they need digital
competencies, such as proficiency in design software, multimedia production, and dig-
ital communication tools. These skills should be embedded in the formal curriculum,
not treated as supplementary. Sustained training is essential to enable students to fully
utilize technological tools as a means of expression, research, and audience engage-
ment.

Cross-sector collaboration and real-world engagement. Collaborations with cul-
tural institutions (e.g., museums, galleries, art centers) and technological organizations
should be actively promoted. These partnerships can provide valuable support in areas
such as project mentorship, public exhibition, and expert feedback. Furthermore, situ-
ating student projects within real-world contexts increases relevance and impact, help-
ing students better understand the social function of art.

Process-oriented and reflective assessment mechanisms. Current evaluation prac-
tices often emphasize final products, which may undervalue the learning process. In-
stead, assessment should include diverse tools such as reflective journals, peer reviews,
formative feedback, and expert consultation. Educational technology platforms can
support personalized learning and enhance transparency in evaluation. Emphasizing
process alongside outcome fosters deeper critical thinking, collaboration, and self-as-
sessment.

Continued experimental research and longitudinal studies. To validate and ex-
pand upon the outcomes of this study, further research is needed across varied institu-
tions, disciplines, and student populations. Longitudinal designs should monitor how
interdisciplinary competencies - especially cultural and social awareness - develop over
time. Comparative studies with international models may also yield insights into local-
ized adaptations of STEAM in fine arts education.

In conclusion, these recommendations aim to situate STEAM not as a temporary
innovation, but as a transformative framework that repositions fine arts higher educa-
tion within Vietnam’s evolving cultural and social landscape.
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