
sustainability

Article

Toward Sustainable Learning during School
Suspension: Socioeconomic, Occupational
Aspirations, and Learning Behavior of Vietnamese
Students during COVID-19

Trung Tran 1 , Anh-Duc Hoang 2,* , Yen-Chi Nguyen 2, Linh-Chi Nguyen 2, Ngoc-Thuy Ta 2,
Quang-Hong Pham 3, Chung-Xuan Pham 4, Quynh-Anh Le 2, Viet-Hung Dinh 5 and
Tien-Trung Nguyen 6

1 Department of Basic, Vietnam Academy for Ethnic Minorities, Hanoi 100000, Vietnam;
trantrung@cema.gov.vn

2 EdLab Asia Educational Research and Development Centre, Hanoi 100000, Vietnam;
chi@edlabasia.org (Y.-C.N); linhchi@edlabasia.org (L.-C.N); thuyta@edlabasia.org (N.-T.T);
quynhanh@edlabasia.org (Q.-A.L)

3 Faculty of Psychology and Pedagogy, Thai Nguyen University of Education, Thai Nguyen 270000, Vietnam;
phamhongquang@tnu.edu.vn

4 High School for Gifted Students, Vinh University, Nghe An 460000, Vietnam; chungpx@vinhuni.edu.vn
5 Department of Academic Affairs, University of Labour and Social Affairs, Hanoi 100000, Vietnam;

hungdv@ulsa.edu.vn
6 Institute of Theoretical and Applied Research, Duy Tan University, Hanoi 100000, Vietnam;

nguyentientrung3@duytan.edu.vn
* Correspondence: duc@edlabasia.org; Tel.: +84-982-574-874

Received: 6 April 2020; Accepted: 19 May 2020; Published: 20 May 2020
����������
�������

Abstract: The overspread of the novel coronavirus—SARS-CoV-2—over the globe has caused
significant damage to manufacturing and service businesses, regardless of whether they are
commercial, public, or not-for-profit sectors. While both the short-term and long-term impacts
of most companies can be approximately measured or estimated, it is challenging to address the
enduring effects of COVID-19 on teaching and learning activities. The target of this research is
to investigate students’ manners of studying at home during the school suspension time as a
result of COVID-19. Through analyzing original survey data from 420 K6–12 students in Hanoi,
Vietnam, this work demonstrates the different learning habits of students with different socioeconomic
statuses and occupational aspirations during the disease’s outbreak. In particular, we featured the
differences in students’ learning behaviors between private schools and public schools, as well as
between students who plan to follow STEM-related careers and those who intend to engage in social
science-related careers. The empirical evidence of this study can be used for the consideration of the
local government to increase the sustainability of coming policies and regulations to boost students’
self-efficacy, as it will affect 1.4 million students in Hanoi, as well as the larger population of nearly
10 million Vietnamese students. These results can also be the foundation for future investigations on
how to elevate students’ learning habits toward Sustainable Development Goal 4 (SDG4)—Quality
Education—especially in fanciful situations in which the regular school operation has been disrupted,
counting with limited observation and support from teachers and parents.

Keywords: sustainable education; learning habit; school closure; socioeconomic; occupational
aspiration; COVID-19; SDG4; Vietnam; secondary school
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1. Introduction

Developing digital competency for the younger generation is always a primary concern of most
governments toward Quality Education (Sustainable Development Goal 4) [1]. Educational digital
transformation is not a technological renovation, but also a transition between generations. In particular,
millennial teachers are taking over baby-boomer teachers, and the new generation of students are
“born digital.” Especially in countries that consider technology absorption as a vital sustainable
development strategy, educating digital citizens is an essential pillar of the national education
strategy [2]. Therefore, standing on the perspective of SDG4, educators should emphasize digital
self-efficacy rather than the regular concept of self-efficacy. At a micro-level, teachers’ teaching habits
and learners’ learning habits play essential roles in the transformation processes of any educational
institution [3]. Romero-Rodríguez et al. [4] underlined the necessity of learners’ self-efficacy and
self-regulation toward sustainable academic achievement, especially in e-learning contexts. Concerning
students’ self-efficacy as a grand puzzle for their sustainable learning trajectory, several studies have
been taken to examine Vietnamese students’ learning habits. Le et al. [2] measured the ICT competencies
of Vietnamese students regarding cognitive and non-cognitive skills among various social strata and
figured out that even in big cities like Hanoi or Danang, students’ level of e-device usage is not high.
Moreover, Vuong et al. [5] provided a mosaic of Vietnamese students’ reading habits and triggered
further studies on examining students’ self-efficacy amidst different social and cultural facets. Overall,
the importance of self-regulated skills, such as ICT, non-cognitive, and reading habits, need more
attention from the government, school managers, teachers, and parents, especially in the urgent
circumstances, such as the passive digital transformation due to COVID-19.

The success of students relies a lot on their prior knowledge, teacher and teaching
quality, the possibility of accessing possibilities, socioeconomic status (SES), and their effort [6].
Students’ learning habits are caused by and contribute to the students’ intrinsic motivation [7].
However, students do not maintain the same learning habits during the summer, winter, and spring
breaks as they do during school. Warner et al. [8] pointed out the significant changes in student learning
and sleeping habits during holidays, in which the solid learning hours of school and homework are not
maintained regularly. Notably, students’ learning habits are partially distracted by the usage of social
networks and entertainment activities at home [9] or suspended by traveling [10]. Notwithstanding,
these kinds of degradation effects on learning habits are seasonal and predictable [8]. There is a
limited number of studies regarding students’ studying at home behavior during sudden school
termination, in which the students are required to stay at home and have to adjust their living and
learning habits [11,12]. Due to the pandemic, students also have to face potential mental issues, such as
depression, fearfulness, worry, and stigmatization [7,8], which might also affect their learning habits.
The longer that COVID-19 lasts, the higher quantity and level of issues and risks the educational
system worldwide have to face.

During early January, 2020, the spreading of COVID-19 from Wuhan, China, alerted governments
and societies worldwide [13]. Within a month, China locked down ten cities and closed all schools
over the country [14], while neighboring countries had various perspectives and approaches toward
the issue. Globally, nearly 300 million students were affected by school closure [15]. Countries such as
Japan, Iran, Italy, and North Korea applied nationwide school shutdowns, while Vietnam, South Korea,
Singapore, Thailand, France, Germany, and the United States adopted a localized school closure
policy [16]. Regardless of the size of the pandemic and the debates on school closure policy, pedagogical
transformation became a popular topic in most countries [17]. In a short time, various kinds of
initiatives to support students and teachers have been released. For instance, top-tier universities,
such as Harvard University [18] and Cambridge University [19], delivered guidelines and handbooks
to support distance learning. Furthermore, various NGOs (Non-Government Organizations) and
NPOs (Non-Profit Organization) provided support and instructions to enhance mental health [20–22].
Ed-tech companies and publishing houses also introduced entirely free or occasionally free accounts
and materials from their portfolios and databases [23,24].
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This study acknowledges the encouragement of conducting novel research to minimize and
prevent the potential effects of SARS-CoV-2, the cause of COVID-19 [23]. Vietnam has managed the
infection rate of SARS-CoV-2 despite its limited resources and crowded population [25]. During early
February, the country witnessed a controversial topic of closing schools nationwide or not after one
extension week of the lunar new year due to COVID-19. Instead of closing schools until 9 February,
all schools in over 63 provinces extended the suspension to 16 February, while detailed regulation about
online teaching and learning had not yet been released [26]. On 14 February, the Ministry of Health
suggested that local departments of education should consider the possibilities of stopping school
suspension based on each province’s particular situation [27]. After that, on 9 March, several provinces
announced one or two additional weeks of school suspension [28]. In Vietnam, the concept of learning
is often referred to as learning at school. Regarding this chaotic situation, either the school and teacher
or the student and parent were confused about what they should do to ensure students’ health and
learning quality at the same time. Constructing proper self-learning habits also means consolidating
the foundation of life-long learning and individual personality development [29]. The concern of
educational quality and students’ mental health is not limited to these closure weeks but also extends
to this academic year, as well as its effects on the following years [30]. Thus, this research enriches the
prior studies on students’ learning behaviors during the sudden suspension of school, with empirical
evidence from a developing country: Vietnam [31]. Furthermore, the findings of this paper contribute
to minimizing the long-term side effects of COVID-19, fostering sustainable education within and
beyond school, as well as enhancing capabilities when reacting to similar chaotic situations in the future.

2. Theoretical Background

2.1. Students’ Learning Habits

The notion of study habits has been attracting attention from educational researchers for its
influence on academic performance for a long time. It is usually discussed with study skills and
study attitude, as Crede and Kuncel [32] put all three concepts together into the SHSA (Study habits,
skills, and attitudes) construct, or regarded as comprising study skills and attitude in its theory [33].
The definition of study habits in literature can be summarized as consisting of two main features:
(i) carefully planned study behaviors, such as note-taking, reviewing learning material, reading,
consulting teachers, and arranging a suitable learning space, and (ii) the engagement in study sessions
using the mentioned study behaviors [34,35].

Most studies on this topic are devoted to exploring its influence on academic achievement.
Most research suggests that learning habits have a positive interrelationship with learning
performance [36,37], while some found no relationship [32,38,39]. Nonis and Hudson [40] argue
that the nature of this relationship is complicated, and what is considered a good habit is different
depending on the situation. The impacts of study habits on test anxiety are matters of concern,
with a predominant result of a negative relationship between these two concepts [41]. Although its
consequences are discussed quite a lot, few studies focus on factors that influence study habits,
and gender difference is the most found factor [35,38].

Time spent studying is a critical component of study habits [34,40]. While time spent studying at
school is controlled according to the school’s schedule, studying at home is much more unsystematic
and is affected by a lot of different factors. The findings on time spent studying at home can be
found mostly on the topic of doing homework. However, the concept of doing homework does
not cover the time that students spend studying with something other than what the teachers have
given out. Wagner et al. [42] pointed out that learning at home includes many types of activities
to elevate the overall academic performance, in which homework is just one type of learning, and
is limited to the assigned tasks from teachers only. Especially when schools everywhere have to
close due to the attack of COVID-19, students have to stay at home, adjust their study habits, and
deal with technological challenges at the same time, so studying at home is not all about doing
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homework anymore. Lacking understanding of this phenomenon will lead to failures in educational
policy and practices, which will cause enormous and long-lasting costs to society [43]. Nonetheless,
studies exploring the concept of “working at home for school” are rare despite its importance, and there
is no study that investigates the time spent studying during disruptive times, as mentioned before.
The relationship between students’ time spent on homework or studying at home and learning results
are still being debated. While some scholars found a positive relationship indicating the more time
students invest, the better the achievement [44], some found no correlation and argue that time spent on
studying only matters when the quality of the study time is taken into consideration [45]. Factors that
influence the time spent studying at home are gender differences [42,44], motivation [46], academic
interest, school anxiety, and parental pressure [47]. The time spent studying at home is an even more
critical matter in Vietnam, as Larson and Verma [48] found a gap in the time spent on schoolwork
outside school between East Asian and U.S students, especially in adolescents, in which East Asian
adolescents spend substantially more time on academic activity than U.S adolescents.

2.2. Socioeconomic Status and Learning Habits

Le et al. [31] stated the correlation between SES and students’ reading habits and their influence
on academic achievement. SES is incorporated by characterizing variables, such as student ages [49],
parental education, parental occupational prestige, family income [50,51], and home resources [52,53].
Ensminger et al. [54] concluded that three indicators of SES—education, occupation, and income—are
positively correlated.

Besides contributing to the overall SES, each of these components represents a substantially
separated aspect of SES based on different empirical studies [55,56]. Blanden and Gregg [57] stated
that family income and children’s education were relevant and strengthened through time, and
they also found that “income does have a causal impact on educational outcomes.” In addition,
parental education was one of the most critical SES elements, as it impacts students from childhood to
adolescence and even further [58,59]. In individualistic societies, such as the USA and UK, parental
education correlates with parent’s income and [60–62] stated that the insights of particular social strata’s
prestige and culture could be reflected through parental occupation. Therefore, Hauser [51] considered
parental occupation more important than parental education and income, regarding the weight of
these variables toward the overall SES. Furthermore, home resources, such as books, computers, a
study room, the availability of Internet [63,64], accessibility of extra educational services [65,66], and a
positive home learning environment [67] are essential antecedents to students’ success.

SES had significant indirect effects on the learning habits of children through parental
involvement [68]. In general education [69] as well as special education [70], parental involvement
strongly affects student learning activities and outcomes. McNeal [71] mentioned that parental
involvement has more notable effects on behavioral issues than children’s cognitive outcomes.
The higher participation of parents in school activities was observed from families with higher
SES [72]. Furthermore, they could provide their children with more exceptional support through
discussions and involvements [71] or proper supporting resources and learning conditions [73].
According to a longitudinal research of 10 years by Carter [74], parental support enhances the academic
performance of both primary, lower, and upper secondary students. Researchers noticed the compelling
impact of family involvement over students’ learning results [75]. Besides academic achievement,
parental involvement also impacts other aspects, such as social and emotional factors. As a consequence,
they create a wide range of issues and support at the same time [76]. For instance, on the one hand,
a parent’s over-expectation could lead to their control over the student’s learning activities and
outcomes [77,78]. On the other hand, their step-by-step help also encourages children to accomplish
school assignments and improve students’ attendance [79,80].

Last but not least, parental involvement also affects children’s cognitive competences and learning
motivation [81–83]. The more that parents valued their children’s learning process and achievement,
the stronger motivation and competence their children perceived [84]. Researchers proved that
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because of their social prestige, parents might influence the child’s behavior and attitude toward
homework [85,86]. Researchers also found that even at home or in school, parental involvement was
affiliated positively with the student’s motivation [87]. In particular, the higher levels of education the
parents have, the more stimulating the home environment they provide for their children to promote
their cognitive development [88].

2.3. Occupation Aspirations

Occupational aspiration presents students’ orientation and yearning toward their target career [89].
Adolescent vocational orientations are affected by many contributory factors, one of which comes from
gender roles instead of gender. Dweck and Elliot [89] examined the relationship between occupational
orientation and gender throughout two kinds of goal orientations (mastery and performance-approach).
They found no association between gender and these kinds of orientation. Nevertheless, there are some
studies measuring goal orientations, but the results were around gender-related issues. Anderman
and Young [90] realized that boys preferred performance-approach goals more than girls, and girls
favored more mastery goals than boys. Consistent with these researchers, Middleton and Midgley [91]
fostered gender inclusiveness in each goal orientation by putting it in academic settings, and found that
mastery-oriented girls displayed a more efficacious tendency in learning, such as high self-regulation
learning and a higher engagement in studying than performance-oriented boys. Although these
findings sounded reasonable, Hutchins [92] continued to support Dweck and Elliot [89], stating that
the significant relationships between both femininity, masculinity, and performance-approach still exist.
Furthermore, both Makarova et al. [93] and Vuong et al. [94] adopted this standpoint. They stated
that STEM-related school subjects were believed to follow a male domain due to their preference for
STEM-related jobs. Thus, regarding both learning and working purposes, classifying the appropriate
behaviors and characteristics of subject or career for each gender is considered apparent, especially for
students from collectivist cultures, who are more influenced by their parents.

Another additional factor in children’s career aspirations is parents’ involvement.
Bejanyan et al. [95] stated that parents from collectivist backgrounds rarely forgot to put their passions
into their children. That explains adolescents’ loss of interest in learning because of parents’ pressure
to follow their wishes. Nevertheless, many are still satisfied with their parents’ arrangement [96].
Garcia et al. [97] found the moderating effect of adolescent–parent relationships over learning outcomes
and self-efficacy. Specifically, the higher the self-efficacy, the better the learning outcomes. Moreover,
Sawitri and Creed [98] presumed that being compatible with parents’ orientation might never be a
dead-end road when their parents smooth their career aspirations by the frequent encouragement
and unceasing concern. Simultaneously, when both adolescents and parents maintain sustainable
compatibility, a crisis of confidence of these adolescents decreases during career-related tasks. However,
all of these results have supported some good points from the congruence without validating its direct
impact on learning habits at home.

3. Research Approach

3.1. Research Questions

The aspiration of this study was not to construct a new framework to measure students’ learning
habits, as well as learning effectiveness, which needs longitudinal observations. Regarding the urgent
changes in the educational delivery method, this paper aimed to examine the differences in students’
studying habits during school suspension time as a result of COVID-19 and its mediating factors.
The following research problems were addressed:

1. Are there differences in students’ learning habits during sudden school closure among different
socioeconomic status?

2. Are there differences in students’ learning habits during sudden school closure among different
occupational aspirations?
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3. How does the student’s perception about self-learning and other factors influence students’
learning habits during sudden school closure time?

3.2. Sampling Method

As Vietnam’s political and cultural center, Hanoi has 1556 schools with more than 1.4 million
Pre-K to 12 students, which is 17.5 percent of the city’s total population [99]. During the sudden school
suspension, it was impossible to provide proper observation and support to this considerable number
of students. Thus, this study chose Hanoi as the site to examine the readiness and effectiveness of a
typical major city of Vietnam, in which most students from all areas have proper access to the Internet.

We contacted several public and private schools to collect the data, but they were unable to
manage the data collection and were unable to provide students’ phone numbers. To secure the timely
response to the issue, we spread the questionnaires through a network of lower secondary and upper
secondary teachers and parents in various educational forums on Facebook. The snowball sampling
approach was adopted from 7 February, 2020 to 28 February, 2020: the first two weeks of school closure
due to COVID-19 in Vietnam. Parents and teachers were asked to validate their students’ ability and
willingness to participate in the survey before forwarding the survey to students. Students were
required to read and confirm the consent form before moving to the detailed questions. The data
collection protocol was observed and approved by the Institutional Review Board of EdLab Asia
Educational Research and Development Center, approval No 200214. We tested the results of 50 early
respondents by factor loadings before continuing the survey spread, in which a total of 460 responses
were received. We excluded participants who had invalid answers (such as their year of birth was after
2009, which meant they were primary students; or learning hours were more than 20 h per day, which
seemed to be the learning hours per week, but we had no evidence to convert it into learning hours
per day). As a result, we analyzed a dataset of 420 valid observations.

3.3. Research Design

This research article aimed to have an overview of the learning habits of students during school
suspension because of the COVID-19 pandemic and find relationships among SES, career orientation,
and students’ learning habits. In the questionnaire, students were asked questions related to three
major categories: (i) students’ demographics [50,51,54]; (ii) students’ habits of study at home during
COVID-19 [34,35]; and (iii) students’ self-report on their academic competencies, necessities [71],
and effectiveness during the pandemic. In addition, an additional question was added to examine how
teachers elevated their lessons beyond regular academic content. Students were asked whether they
learned extended knowledge of public health, sustainable environmental development, and sustainable
social development during these distance classes or not.

The full dataset of 460 observations was cleaned and resulted in a dataset of 420 valid observations
for data analysis. The new dataset was saved in the xlsx format for formal analysis in R and published in
Mendeley’s data repository for further interpretation [100]. The primary methods used were descriptive
statistics, ANOVA analysis, and ordinary least squares (OLS) regression, which are explained in the
next part.

The influences of SES and career orientation over learning habits were examined by linear
regression—specifically, when we used the learning hours during COVID-19 (hr_covid) as the
dependent variable. The regression model (1) included gender, grade levels, and the number of siblings
as independent variables. The regression model (2) examined the moderating effect of family income
and school type, and model (3) highlighted the differences of students with different occupational
aspirations, based on university entrance exam subject groups.

Hr_covid ~ β0 + β1 *gender + β2 *grade + β3 *sib + u (1)

Hr_covid ~ β0 + β1 *income + β2 *school_type + u (2)



Sustainability 2020, 12, 4195 7 of 19

Hr_covid ~ β0 + β1 *exam + u (3)

4. Results

The students’ learning hours during COVID-19 based on demographics are presented in Table 1.
On average, the surveyed students spent around 2.8 h (SD = 1.60) studying at home on a typical
day, and about 3.7 h (SD = 2.64) studying on days of school closure due to the COVID-19 pandemic.
These numbers were at a middle level when compared with the average time spent on homework per
day in other Asian countries, such as Japan (2.2 h for junior high and 2.5 h for high school students),
Korea (3 h for high schoolers), Taiwan (3.7 h for 11th graders), and India (4–5 h for high school
students) [48]. However, in the future, there will likely be a higher number of learning hours, since the
collected data was only from the first two weeks of school closure. After that, the Vietnam Ministry of
Education and Training published Official dispatch 793/BGDĐT-GDTrH about enhancing teaching on
the Internet and television during the time of preventing and fighting against COVID-19 [101]. As a
result, compulsory study time for students, as well as their self-learning hours, increased.

Table 1 illustrates the demographic of respondents associated with learning hours during
COVID-19 using a descriptive analysis. As can be seen, more than half of the surveyed students used
less than 4 h to study. Regarding school type, 75% of international school students used less than
4 h for learning, 25% of them used more than 7 h to study, while the numbers in private school were
47.9% and 10.6%, respectively. Regarding self-evaluation about learning competency and English
competency, it was clear that students who evaluated as “below average” or “average” would spend
less time to study (more than 60% of them studied for less than 4 h) than those who thought they were
“good” and “excellent.”

Table 1. Demographic of respondents associated with learning hours during COVID-19.

Under 4 h From 4 to 7 h Over 7 h

Frequency Percent Frequency Percent Frequency Percent

Gender

Male 91 54.8% 55 33.1% 20 12.0%
Female 129 54.0% 80 33.5% 30 12.6%

Not public 9 60.0% 5 33.3% 1 6.7%

Grade level

Secondary school 119 50.9% 88 37.6% 27 11.5%
High school 110 59.1% 52 28.0% 24 12.9%

School type

(i) Public school (normal) 111 59.7% 57 30.6% 18 9.7%
(ii) Public school (Gifted) 67 50.8% 44 33.3% 21 15.9%

(iii) Private school (normal) 45 47.9% 39 41.5% 10 10.6%
(iv) International school 6 75.0% 0 0.0% 2 25.0%

Father’s job

STEM-related 74 52.5% 51 36.2% 16 11.3%
Social Sciences-related 87 50.6% 60 34.9% 25 14.5%

Free 45 61.6% 19 26.0% 9 12.3%
Others 23 67.6% 10 29.4% 1 2.9%

Mother’s job

STEM-related 17 53.1% 11 34.4% 4 12.5%
Social Sciences-related 140 51.9% 93 34.4% 37 13.7%

Free 42 66.7% 15 23.8% 6 9.5%
Others 30 54.5% 21 38.2% 4 7.3%
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Table 1. Cont.

Under 4 h From 4 to 7 h Over 7 h

Frequency Percent Frequency Percent Frequency Percent

University entrance exam’s subject group

A (Math, Physics, Chemistry) 31 59.6% 17 32.7% 4 7.7%
A1 (Math, Physics, English) 20 31.3% 34 53.1% 10 15.6%

B (Math, Biology, Chemistry) 8 34.8% 14 60.9% 1 4.3%
C (Literature, History, Geography) 16 72.7% 3 13.6% 3 13.6%
D (Literature, Foreign Language,

Math) 111 59.4% 50 26.7% 26 13.9%

Other 43 59.7% 22 30.6% 7 9.7%

Family monthly income (USD)

(i) Under 430 36 58.1% 20 32.3% 6 9.7%
(ii) From 430 to under 860 84 59.6% 47 33.3% 10 7.1%

(iii) From 860 to under 1290 54 55.7% 28 28.9% 15 15.5%
(iv) From 1290 to under 1720 18 36.0% 24 48.0% 8 16.0%
(v) From 1720 to under 2150 15 50.0% 9 30.0% 6 20.0%

(vi) More than 2150 22 55.0% 12 30.0% 6 15.0%

Self-evaluation on learning capability

Below Average 6 85.7% 1 14.3% 0 0.0%
Average 70 64.2% 33 30.3% 6 5.5%

Good 128 51.0% 91 36.3% 32 12.7%
Excellence 25 47.2% 15 28.3% 13 24.5%

Self-evaluation on English capability

Below Average 23 65.7% 9 25.7% 3 8.6%
Average 82 60.7% 44 32.6% 9 6.7%

Good 99 51.8% 65 34.0% 27 14.1%
Excellence 25 42.4% 22 37.3% 12 20.3%

Regarding the ANOVA analysis, the test of homogeneity (Appendix A) classified that six variables
(gender; grade level; school type; mother’s job; university entrance exam’s subject group; and monthly
income) had significance levels bigger than 0.05. Thus, these variables were eligible for an ANOVA
analysis (Appendix B). On the other hand, the other three (father’s job; self-evaluation on learning
capability; self-evaluation on English capability) were adopted for the Robust Test of Equality of Means
(Appendix C). The results reported that there were only four factors associated with the differences
in students’ learning habits: university entrance exam’s subject group; self-evaluation on learning
capability; and self-evaluation on English capability.

Figure 1 reported that students who maintained their learning because of their intrinsic motivation
to ensure regular academic progress and to sustain their learning habit (they answered “agree” or
“strongly agree” for the question) tended to learn for more extended hours (1.68 and 1.86 h on average).
Meanwhile, students who studied because they were influenced by other people (extrinsic motivation)
tended to learn for fewer hours. Those who were not affected by other people spent more time studying
(on average from 1.77 to 1.83 h).

Figure 2 illustrates the factors that affected students’ learning effectiveness based on their
self-evaluation associated with their learning hours. According to the students’ view, the effectiveness
of self-learning, when achieved because of adequate support from family, a comfortable learning
environment, sufficient learning resources, or communication with friends, would lead to fewer
learning hours (on average from 1.88 to 1.98 h). Those were considered extrinsic factors, in contrast to
three intrinsic factors: learning motivation, ability to set daily learning objectives, and concentration
skill, which were associated with more learning hours (on average from 2.02 to 2.09 h).



Sustainability 2020, 12, 4195 9 of 19

Sustainability 2020, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 8 of 21 

(v) From 1720 to under 2,150  15 50.0% 9 30.0% 6 20.0% 
(vi) More than 2150  22 55.0% 12 30.0% 6 15.0% 

Self-evaluation on learning capability 
Below Average 6 85.7% 1 14.3% 0 0.0% 

Average 70 64.2% 33 30.3% 6 5.5% 
Good 128 51.0% 91 36.3% 32 12.7% 

Excellence 25 47.2% 15 28.3% 13 24.5% 
Self-evaluation on English capability 

Below Average 23 65.7% 9 25.7% 3 8.6% 
Average 82 60.7% 44 32.6% 9 6.7% 

Good 99 51.8% 65 34.0% 27 14.1% 
Excellence 25 42.4% 22 37.3% 12 20.3% 

 
Regarding the ANOVA analysis, the test of homogeneity (Appendix A) classified that six 

variables (gender; grade level; school type; mother’s job; university entrance exam’s subject group; 
and monthly income) had significance levels bigger than 0.05. Thus, these variables were eligible for 
an ANOVA analysis (Appendix B). On the other hand, the other three (father’s job; self-evaluation 
on learning capability; self-evaluation on English capability) were adopted for the Robust Test of 
Equality of Means (Appendix C). The results reported that there were only four factors associated 
with the differences in students’ learning habits: university entrance exam’s subject group; self-
evaluation on learning capability; and self-evaluation on English capability. 

Figure 1 reported that students who maintained their learning because of their intrinsic 
motivation to ensure regular academic progress and to sustain their learning habit (they answered 
“agree” or “strongly agree” for the question) tended to learn for more extended hours (1.68 and 1.86 
h on average). Meanwhile, students who studied because they were influenced by other people 
(extrinsic motivation) tended to learn for fewer hours. Those who were not affected by other people 
spent more time studying (on average from 1.77 to 1.83 h). 

 

Figure 1. Students’ perception of the necessity of self-learning associated with learning hours during 
COVID-19. 

1.58 1.60 1.83 1.81 1.83 1.77

1.17 1.17

1.50 1.47 1.54 1.421.43 1.36 1.51 1.44 1.50 1.561.58 1.54 1.55 1.55 1.55 1.561.68 1.86 1.65 1.73 1.65 1.66

0.000.200.400.600.801.001.201.401.601.802.00

MaintainAcademicProgress MaintainLearning Habit  Influence fromTeachers Influence fromParents Influence fromSiblings Influence fromFriends
Strongly disagree Disagree Neither agree nor disagree Agree Strongly agree

Figure 1. Students’ perception of the necessity of self-learning associated with learning hours
during COVID-19.
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Figure 2. Factors that support students’ effective learning associated with learning hours
during COVID-19.

To supplement the results of the ANOVA analysis, Table 2 reports significant differences in students’
learning habits regarding their school types, grade levels, and occupational aspiration. In particular,
students from private schools spent more time learning during COVID-19 than students from public
schools. Older students tended to spend fewer hours learning online or learning with instruction.
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Table 2. Ordinary least squares (OLS) regression of socioeconomic status and career orientation on
learning hours.

Hr_covid Online Offline With
Instruction

Socioeconomic
status

Gender

Grade level −0.4495 **
R2 = 0.2476

−0.4704 ***
R2 = 0.5953

Siblings

Income −1.5929 * (iii)
R2 = 0.2222

School type 2.0101 ** (iii)
R2 = 0.2385

1.4711 * (iii)
R2 = 0.2222

1.8327 *** (iii)
R2 = 0.6300

Occupational
aspiration Exam 1.2554 * (A1)

R2 = 0.3947

−2.2891 * (D)
−2.0715 *
(Other)

R2 = 0.1856

−1.5765 * (A1)
−1.7400 ** (D)
R2 = 0.2749

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level; ** correlation is significant at the 0.01 level; *** correlation is significant
at the 0.001 level; (iii) school type is private school; (iii) income belongs to group from 860 to under 1290 USD;
university entrance exam’s subject groups: A1 (mathematics, physics, English), D (literature, foreign language,
mathematics), Other (university entrance exam’s subject group other than A, A1, B, C, D).

Figure 3 visualizes the additional know-how on several sustainable topics, which students were
taught in the distance-learning lesson during COVID-19. The topics were related to knowledge about
preventive health care, SARS-Cov-2, environmental sustainable development, societal sustainable
development, and E-learning tools. It is clear that students learned a lot about preventive health
care and SARS-CoV-2, with more than 70% of students responding “agree” and “strongly agree.”
The number for sustainable development knowledge was around 50%. Moreover, students did not
seem to learn much about e-learning tools. Since these were the first weeks of the school closure,
both schools and students had not found or become familiar with many online tools to facilitate
their learning.
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5. Discussion

Sustainable education is not a status quo, but an incremental process, in which the learner’s
self-efficacy always plays a crucial role [5]. As novel evidence about Vietnamese K6–12 students’
learning at home habits during school closure due to COVID-19, the findings of this study can help
to tackle the potential issues of such sudden situations in the future. Notably, this research found
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significant differences in students’ learning routines from different school types, grades, and career
orientations. Furthermore, there were notable differences in learning habits among students with
varying learning capabilities, motivation, and self-regulation.

Regarding the first research question, the regression results stated that students in private schools
spent more hours (4.0 h compared to 3.4 h on average) on learning during the pandemic than students in
public schools. This result was consistent with that of Ali et al. [68], who concluded that the studying at
home hours of students from private schools was higher than that of public school students. Moreover,
students who studied in private schools received support from parents more than their peers in public
schools [68]. In our study, students in private schools spent more hours on both online learning, offline
learning, and learning with instruction than those of students in public schools. This result can be
combined with other findings, such as students’ study concentration or inclination to study for the
exam, to produce conclusions about students’ learning habits in private schools and public schools.

Secondly, older students tended to spend fewer hours learning online (on average, 2.5 h compared
to 2.9 h of the younger group) or learning with instruction (on average 1.1 h compared to 1.5 h of the
younger group). This result was contrary to what was found in the research of Ke and Kwak [49],
in which older students spent more time on online learning activities. In our sample, it is understandable
that older students did not need as much instruction as younger students. Thus, the learning hours
with instruction decreased as age increased. Regarding online learning, Oyemi et al. [9] claimed that
students’ learning habits are partially distracted by the usage of social networks and entertainment
activities at home. Specifically, senior students consume more hours of entertainment on the Internet
than students at lower grade levels [60,61]. As a result, it is apprehensible that students in higher grade
levels would allocate less time for online learning, given their distractions, even though they might
spend more time using the Internet.

A valuable insight is that we found no difference in learning habits between genders,
which contrasted with previous empirical studies that found that female students spend more
time studying at home than their male friends [40,41]. Students’ learning habits are influenced
the most by their parents and teachers. However, family income only had partial influence over
students’ learning habits, and the only meaningful result recorded belonged to the over-average
income group (between 860–1920 USD per month). Students from these families spent less time
learning offline during sudden school closure than the other groups. An explanation for this is
that high-income families would have plenty of home resources, more internet access, a premium
subscription to online courses, and more online learning and less offline learning. Some studies
suggested similar results, in which home resources, such as abundant learning materials, a convenient
learning space, and accessibility of additional opportunities and services, can affect students’ academic
performance [64,98]. Thus, the moderating effect from parents over students’ learning habits might be
caused by sociocultural factors rather than socioeconomic factors. Finally, students’ siblings had no
significant influence on students’ learning habits.

Regarding research question two, there were differences in students’ learning habits during the
sudden school closure among different occupational aspirations, mainly in group A1 (math, physics,
chemistry) and group D (literature, foreign language, math). Students who planned to take exams with
group A1 tended to study more hours on average (1.2 h) and preferred to study with less instruction
from other people. Students who planned to take exams with group D also tended to spend more
hours of self-learning but did not prefer online learning, with an average of 2 h less than other groups.
Self-efficacy is people’s judgment about, and the ability to, control their competencies across various
circumstances [102,103]. In academic settings, Bassi et al. [104] found that students who reported
higher self-efficacy spent more time solving home assignments. In contrast, students with lower levels
of self-efficacy tended to avoid schoolwork and replaced it with leisure activities. In this study, we did
not measure students’ self-efficacy, yet there were two questions related to one efficacy factor—namely,
students’ belief in their learning ability regarding a particular subject [103]. We found that students
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who reported having high self-learning competency would spend more time (about 30 min more)
studying during school closure than those who reported lower self-learning competency.

Regarding the final research question, we found several differences in students’ learning habits
based on their motivation to learn and their self-regulation. Respecting learners’ intrinsic motivation,
students who thought that self-learning was necessary because it maintained their learning habits
spent about 40 min more studying during school closure. Meanwhile, extrinsic motivation, such as
influences from parents, teachers, siblings, or friends, did not have notable effects on students’ learning
hours. Among these influencers, students who learned because of their siblings’ affection spent about
20 min less to study. These findings were partly consistent with what was found by Bergin [46]:
that intrinsic motivation is the reason children do homework, not extrinsic motivation. According to
Schunk [105], self-regulated learning is the discipline that can be triggered by students’ perceptions
and behaviors toward learning objectives. In our research, students who explained their self-learning
effectiveness by being self-motivated and setting proper learning outcomes for each day often studied
20 to 30 min more.

Besides, students with various learning resources spent more time studying than those with more
scattered resources. Some studies suggested similar results, where the availability and diversity of
learning material, equipment, and extended educational opportunities could affect students’ academic
performance [64,98].

Last but not least, the empirical evidence stated that Vietnamese teachers took advantage of
the closure by integrating additional know-how into the online lesson properly. The data indicated
that 80.5% and 79.1% of students accessed additional knowledge about SARS-CoV-2 and overall
preventive healthcare, respectively. About 60.2% and 54.5% of the students reported that their lessons
were elevated beyond the regular subject contents by the integration with sustainable environmental
development and sustainable social development. This is a positive signal regarding the country’s
movement from content-based teaching into competency-based teaching.

6. Conclusions

Sustainable education development requires the involvement of various stakeholders toward
the structure of the educational system, educational policies, and practices [106]. As an emerging
country, Vietnam is dealing with multiple well-known and unknown struggles to pursue sustainable
education [59]. Thus, the discoveries of this work have several implications in both the short-term
and long-term. First, the study responded to the suggestion of Vuong et al. [5] to examine students’
self-efficacy among different social strata. In particular, we investigated the influence of socioeconomic
factors over Vietnamese students’ learning habits during the fanciful situation of COVID-19. In detail,
there were significant differences in students’ learning habits among students from different types
of schools and grade levels. Regarding the family income, the only difference belonged to students
in families with above-average income (from 860 to under 1290 USD). Therefore, future policies and
practices on distance learning should pay much attention to the characteristics of various school types
and grade levels. Second, the learning habits of students with different levels of self-competencies,
English, and career aspirations were clarified. Further investigations should focus on this area to figure
out the mechanism behind this phenomena to optimize the learning habits of students with different
capabilities. Moreover, students’ perception of the necessity of self-learning during the pandemic
revealed differences in their learning habits. Also, the supportiveness of factors that accelerated student
learning and the teachers’ efforts toward a sustainable education development goal was illustrated.
Regarding all of these self-efficacy-related learning habits during the digital transformation process,
policymakers, educational managers, and education practitioners need to reconsider the importance of
the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goal 4: Quality Education.

Furthermore, several limitations can be tackled by future investigations. First, the survey was
conducted within the first two weeks of the school closure period, in which the support from the
school and social awareness about online learning was not as high as in the coming weeks. Thus,
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an additional investigation after the end of COVID-19 is necessary. Secondly, the survey was designed
for the unique target of this study, which is timely; thus, the validity of the questionnaires was tested
within the first 50 respondents only. Further survey constructs and validation should be considered in
the future to examine students’ online learning habits. Thirdly, the socio-demographics of this study’s
population fit with major cities only. When concerning other provinces and cities, in which access
to the Internet is limited and the role of private schools is not significant, different perspectives and
scales of socioeconomic measurement should be applied. Furthermore, the sample size was not big
enough; thus, some subsets of variables were not balanced: for example, there were many respondents
from high school but not from middle school, or too many students chose subject group D (literature,
foreign language, mathematics) compared to other groups.
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Appendix A Test of Homogeneity of Variances

Levene Statistic df1 df2 Sig.

Gender 0.398 2 417 0.672

Grade level 0.382 1 418 0.537

School type 1.717 3 416 0.163

Father’s job 2.855 3 416 0.037

Mother’s job 1.338 3 416 0.261

University entrance exam’s subject group 2.004 5 414 0.077

Family monthly income (USD) 1.982 5 414 0.080

Self-evaluation on learning capability 8.842 3 416 0.000

Self-evaluation on English capability 2.863 3 416 0.037
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Appendix B ANOVA Results

ANOVA Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig.

Gender
Between Groups 0.204 2 0.102 0.209 0.812
Within Groups 204.357 417 0.490 - -

Total 204.562 419 - - -

Grade level
Between Groups 0.496 1 0.496 1.017 0.314
Within Groups 204.066 418 0.488 - -

Total 204.562 419 - - -

School type
Between Groups 2.124 3 0.708 1.455 0.226
Within Groups 202.438 416 0.487 - -

Total 204.562 419 - - -

Mother’s job
Between Groups 1.998 3 0.666 1.368 0.252
Within Groups 202.564 416 0.487 - -

Total 204.562 419 - - -

University
entrance exam’s

subject group

Between Groups 6.592 5 1.318 2.757 0.018 **
Within Groups 197.970 414 0.478 - -

Total 204.562 419 - - -

Family monthly
income (USD)

Between Groups 4.695 5 0.939 1.945 0.086
Within Groups 199.867 414 0.483 - -

Total 204.562 419 - - -

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level; ** correlation is significant at the 0.01 level; *** correlation is significant at
the 0.001 level.

Appendix C Robust Tests of Equality of Means

Welch Statistic df1 df2 Sig.

Father’s job 2.523 3 131.111 0.061

Self-evaluation on learning capability 6.377 3 29.235 0.002 **

Self-evaluation on English capability 3.714 3 117.499 0.014 **

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level; ** correlation is significant at the 0.01 level; *** correlation
is significant at the 0.001 level.
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