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Abstract

Introduction: Speech and Language Therapy (SLT) plays a critical role in supporting individuals with communication and
swallowing difficulties. While well-established in developed countries, SLT remains a nascent discipline in Vietnam with low
student enrolment. While studies in other contexts have explored motivations for pursuing SLT major, little is known about the
determinants influencing students’ choice of SLT in Vietnam. This study explored the determinants influencing students' decision
to choose SLT as their undergraduate major in Vietnam.

Methods: A phenomenological approach using Focus group discussions (FGDs) was applied with 39 SLT-major students from
year 1 to year 3 at University of Medicine and Pharmacy at Ho Chi Minh City (UMP). Students were divided into 5 groups. Data
was collected from September 2024 to February 2025. Thematic analysis was conducted.

Results: Five thematic domains emerged: Personal - Curriculum fit, Personal - Vocational fit, Personal - Institutional fit, A
gateway to new opportunities, Social and familial factors. In the FGDs, students were asked to identify the strongest factor
influencing their choice. Of the 39 participants, 26 described factors that aligned with theme “A gateway to new opportunities”.
This recurring emphasis supports the interpretation that “A gateway to new opportunities” was the most decisive factor in shaping
their decisions.

Conclusion: “A gateway to new opportunities” emerged as the most decisive factor, with Social and familial influences shaping
other themes. The findings highlight the need for structured career guidance and national strategies to strengthen recruitment,
curriculum development, and workforce planning for a sustainable SLT workforce in Vietnam.

Keywords: Undergraduate Major Selection, Speech and Language Therapy, Major Decision-Making, Focus Group
Discussion, Phenomenology

Practice Highlights
= Identifies five major factors influencing SLT specialisation choice in Vietnam.
*  Emphasises alignment between student characteristics and the SLT profession.
=  Highlights social and familial influences in major decision-making.
= Shows students’ expectations about job prospects and professional identity.
= Provides insight for recruitment, academic counselling, curriculum development, and workforce development in
SLT.
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[. INTRODUCTION

Rehabilitation is a core component of universal health
coverage, enabling individuals across all ages to
maintain independence, participate in education, work,
and family life. Yet, with an estimated 2.4 billion people
worldwide needing rehabilitation, over half of those in
low- and middle-income countries remain without the
services they require (WHO, 2024).

The rehabilitation workforce in South-East Asia is
critically inadequate, remaining well below the level
necessary to ensure sufficient service provision (WHO,
2017). In Vietnam, the availability of rehabilitation
personnel is limited, with only 0.25 per 10,000
population, a figure substantially lower than the WHO’s
recommended threshold of 0.5 - 1 per 10,000 (Ministry
of Health, 2023; Prime Minister, 2023). Across the
country, there are 63 rehabilitation hospitals and centres.
However, specific data on the workforce in SLT is not
yet available within the national health system (Ministry
of Health, 2023). A shortage of SLT professionals limits
timely access to essential rehabilitation, leaving many
individuals with communication and swallowing
disorders underserved, particularly in low- and middle-
income countries (WHO, 2017).

Although globally recognised as a critical component of
the healthcare system, SLT is still in the early stages of
development in Vietnam. The Medical Committee
Netherlands-Vietnam  (MCNV)  (n.d.), a non-
governmental  organisation  with  longstanding
contributions to health and education in Vietnam, played
a pivotal role in establishing the country’s SLT education
system. Through the USAID-funded “Speech and
Language Therapy Education Development in Vietnam”
project, and with technical support from Trinh
Foundation Australia, MCNV supported the launch of
the first university-based SLT programmes: a two-year
Master’s course at UMP in 2019, primarily to develop
future academic staff for undergraduate training, and a
four-year Bachelor’s course at Da Nang University of
Medical Technology and Pharmacy in 2018, designed to
pilot and refine the undergraduate curriculum. Building
on these foundations, UMP introduced its first
undergraduate SLT track in 2022 as one of the three
specialisations within the Rehabilitation Technology
undergraduate programme, alongside Physical Therapy
and Occupational Therapy. Prior to entering the track,
students were exposed only to foundational science
modules and received no formal introduction to SLT,
except through orientation sessions; consequently, most
students first learned about the profession only after
joining the track, during the introductory SLT module. In
the first three cohorts, 16 of 92 students (2022), 17 of 89
(2023), and 23 of 103 (2024) selected SLT as their

The Asia Pacific Scholar, Vol. 11 No. 3 / July 2026
© 2026 National University of Singapore
(CC BY-NC 4.0)

specialisation. These modest proportions highlight the
urgent need for systematic workforce development to
ensure the sustainability of SLT in Vietnam.

The decision to select a university major can be viewed
as a result of a dynamic interaction of personal, social,
and contextual factors. Specifically, Social Cognitive
Career Theory (SCCT) highlights the role of self-
efficacy, outcome expectations, personal goals, and the
influence of contextual supports and barriers in shaping
academic and career paths (Lent et al., 1994). In general,
choosing a university major is a complex decision
influenced by parental influence, career guidance,
external  consultation, financial capacity, and
employment opportunities (Reid, 2016; Qiu et al., 2017).
For SLT major, desire to help others, interests in
language, previous exposure to SLT, family members’
opinions were defined as factors influencing the choice
of major (Byrne, 2007; Byrne, 2008). In Vietnam, most
studies on career choice have examined established
fields such as medicine or accounting (Tran & Nguyen,
2024; Nguyen & Do, 2023; Nguyen et al., 2023). In
contrast, SLT major is new, with limited social
recognition, low career visibility, and cultural
unfamiliarity, making it essential to understand the
unique factors shaping students’ decisions.

This study aimed to address this gap by exploring the
determinants influencing students' decision to choose
SLT as their undergraduate major at UMP.
Understanding these factors informs recruitment
strategies, curriculum development in a newly
established SLT track, and national policies to strengthen
and sustain the SLT workforce in Vietnam. The findings
also provide evidence for targeted career guidance and
institutional initiatives that align students’ motivations
with long-term professional goals.

II. METHODS
A. Study Design

A qualitative phenomenological approach was applied to
explore the lived experiences of undergraduate students
who selected SLT as their major. The phenomenological
design was chosen to capture how participants made
meaning of their academic choices in the context of a
newly emerging profession in Vietnam.

B. Participants and Sampling

A total sampling strategy was applied. Eligibility criteria
included current enrolment in the SLT major and
willingness to participate in FGDs, while students who
withdrew or transferred were excluded. Of 57 students
invited, 41 agreed; two later left the programme,
resulting in 39 participants in the final sample.
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Participants represented three cohorts (15 from year
2022, 7 from year 2023, and 17 from year 2024), with
most being female (n =36, 92.3%) and aged 18-21 years.
Geographically, 24 students (61.5%) came from
provinces outside Ho Chi Minh City, while 15 (38.5%)
resided within the city.

C. Data Collection and Analysis

Data were collected between September 2024 and
February 2025 through five Vietnamese focus group
discussions with 39 SLT undergraduates (7-9 students
per group). Each 60 - 90-minute session was moderated
by trained researchers using a semi-structured guide,
audio-recorded with informed consent, and transcribed
verbatim for analysis.

FGDs were selected to align with the study aim of
identifying determinants of SLT major choice and clarify
the nature of these factors (Kitzinger, 1995; Nyumba et
al., 2018). Given participants were full-time students
with demanding timetables, FGDs were more feasible
than arranging numerous one-to-one interviews while
still meeting the factors-mapping objective (Guest et al.,
2016).

The semi-structured interview guide for FGDs was
developed based on the study’s central question and
theoretical frameworks, including SCCT and Person-
Environment fit. It comprised open-ended prompts,
observation notes, and reflexive memos to capture both
verbal and non-verbal responses. The draft guide was
pilot tested with two groups of senior Physiotherapy and
Occupational Therapy students, whose disciplines
belong to the same Rehabilitation Technology cluster as
Speech and Language Therapy. Since the importance of
clarity and logical sequencing was recognised,
participant feedback was incorporated into revisions,
through which the finalised guide was produced (Kallio
et al., 2016; Krueger & Casey, 2015).

Dominance of some voices and social desirability bias
were explicitly managed during data collection. Before
the main discussion began in each session, participants
were explicitly informed that there were no right or
wrong answers and that all views would be respected, to
reduce conformity pressures (Korstjens & Moser, 2017).
Each participant was then invited in turn to contribute to
balance participation and limit dominance effects
(Billups, 2021). Throughout the discussion, key
statements were confirmed with participants to ensure
accuracy. A consistently respectful, positive, and non-
judgemental stance towards all contributions was
maintained by the moderator, thereby minimising social
desirability bias.
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Reflexivity was maintained throughout the study. The
research team comprised two lecturers, one from SLT
and one from another discipline. To minimise bias, the
SLT lecturer did not moderate FGDs involving her own
students. Debriefings were conducted after each session,
and ambiguous points were clarified with participants.
Independent coding followed by consensus discussions
was undertaken to enhance credibility and
trustworthiness (Adler, 2022; Finlay, 2002; Korstjens &
Moser, 2017).

Trustworthiness was ensured following Lincoln and
Guba’s framework (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Credibility
was established by total sampling, the achievement of
data saturation after five FGDs, and independent coding
conducted by two researchers. Dependability and
confirmability =~ were  strengthened by detailed
documentation of the research process, the use of
MAXQDAZ24 for systematic analysis, and secure data
storage to allow external verification. Transferability
was supported through rich contextual description and
the inclusion of verbatim participant quotations. Ethical
approval was obtained from the UMP ethics committee,
and written informed consent was secured from all
participants.

Data saturation was considered achieved when no new
codes or themes emerged. Evidence suggests saturation
is typically reached within 4-12 FGDs in homogeneous
samples, supporting the adequacy of the five groups in
this study (Ahmed, 2025; Guest et al., 20006).

Transcripts were imported into MAXQDA 24 for
thematic analysis, guided by Braun and Clarke’s six-
phase framework (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Particularly,
following steps were conducted: (1) Familiarisation with
data, (2) Generation of initial codes, (3) Theme search,
(4) Theme review, (5) Theme definition and naming, and
(6) Report production. Coding was independently
performed by two researchers and cross-checked through
triangulation to enhance reliability.

After the main themes were identified, their relationships
were further examined through repeated comparison of
coded data to identify hierarchical and contextual links.
Through this step, the relationships among themes were
mapped and visually represented.

III. RESULTS

The findings were presented through five themes that
reflect the essence of students’ lived experiences when
choosing SLT as a major.
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A. Theme 1: Personal — Curriculum Fit — “It Just Felt
Right”

This theme captures how students’ decision to choose
SLT was shaped by their perceived academic strengths
and practical considerations related to the structure and
demands of the programme. Codes contributing to this
theme include academic strengths and learning
preferences.

“I've always had a knack for language and
communication. Back in school, I enjoyed presenting and
speaking in public.” - ST22-N2-09

“Among the three majors, this one felt like the best match
for me.” - ST22-N2-11

“My exam scores weren’t high enough for other medical
majors, but Rehabilitation fit my score range.” - ST22-
NI-03

B. Theme 2: Personal - Vocational Fit— “I See Myself In
This Job™”

This theme reflects students’ reflections on how the
nature of SLT aligned with their personal attributes and
career expectations. Codes included under this theme are
preference for cognitive tasks, helping people with
disabilities, and non-shift-based clinical roles.

Some students perceived that their physical condition
was more suitable for the SLT major than for other
disciplines:

“I didn’t want to spend six years constantly in the
hospital. I wanted something more balanced.” - ST22-
NI1-06

“I think physiotherapy would be really exhausting. [
have a small build, and SLT suits me better.” - ST23-04

Others described the emotional satisfaction they may get
from helping people with disabilities:

“I enjoy interacting with children and helping them
express their needs. That makes me feel this is a
meaningful job.” - ST24-N1-09

“My cousin has autism and eating difficulties. I felt this
field would give me the skills to help her.” - ST24-N2-13
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“My sibling used to get teased for speaking with a lisp.
That made me want to study something that could help
people like him.” - ST24-N1-09

Some students chose SLT because it offers a stable
daytime work schedule without night shifts.

“As for SLT, since it mainly involves language-related
work, [ feel that it is mostly carried out during the day,
within regular office hours. Therefore, it suits my

preference for an eight-hour workday lifestyle better.” -
ST24-N2-18

“Firstly, I only need to work office hours, and I don’t
have to do night shifis.” - ST22-N1-06

C. Theme 3: Personal - Institutional Fit — “Being At
UMP Made It Possible”

This theme reflects how institutional factors contributed
to students' confidence and feasibility in selecting SLT.
It includes two specific codes: university reputation and
location. Students often mentioned the symbolic value of
studying at a prestigious institution and the practical
advantages of staying near home.

“UMP is a prestigious university. I felt proud even
though it was far from home.” - ST22-N1-06

“Honestly, I chose this university partly because it has a
campus near my home. Compared to other majors at
other schools, UMP’s local campus made it a lot easier
for my family.” - ST22-N1-06

“My parents didn’t want me to move far. Studying
nearby made them feel at ease.” - ST22-N1-07

D. Theme 4: A Gateway to New Opportunities - “It’s
New, But It Opens Many Doors”

This theme captures how students imagined their future
with SLT, revealing aspirations for professional
development, meaningful work, and long-term stability.
Analysis revealed a broad set of codes under this theme,
including employment prospects, income potential, and
future study opportunities.

Participants repeatedly described SLT as a field with
high potential for employment:

“Since this is a new field, graduates won'’t face pressure
from competition when looking for jobs.” - ST22-N2-09
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“I think there’s a real demand for this profession in the
future. Being one of the first makes us stand out more.”
-ST22-N1-03

Income-related expectations also surfaced frequently:

“Besides working in hospitals, we can open our own
clinics or work in schools. That really adds to the
income.” - ST22-N1-06

Others envisioned long-term educational opportunities:

“I'm aiming to pursue a master’s degree abroad. SLT
seems like a gateway to something even bigger.” - ST23-
02

“And honestly, I also have quite a big ambition to study
abroad in the future. I'm not sure if it will happen, but 1
do have that little ambition. That’s one of the reasons
why I chose this major.” - ST24-N2-13

E. Theme 5: Social and Familial Influences - “I Didn’t
Choose Alone”

This theme highlights how students’ decisions were
embedded within their social and familial contexts. It
includes family traditions, peer influence, and faculty
mentorship.

Family played a pivotal role in shaping choices:

“My brother encouraged me to try for UMP because they
had SLT. That was a big reason I found out about this
field.” - ST24-N1-02

“My cousin’s condition made me aware of speech
therapy. It wasn’t just about interest anymore - it became
a purpose.” - ST24-N2-13

Some participants were influenced by peers who had
already made their choices:

“My friend chose this major, and it made me feel more
secure going the same way.” - ST22-N2-13

In addition to the role of family and peers, the data
revealed that many students first encountered SLT only
after entering the university. Particularly, several
participants described discovering the major through
orientation sessions:
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“Hearing our lecturers introduce SLT during orientation
gave me the confidence that this was a real and
promising direction.” - ST24-N1-05

Among the five themes, “A gateway to new
opportunities” emerged as the most decisive factor. This
theme was the most frequently coded (112 instances),
surpassing Personal - Curriculum fit (41), Personal -
Vocational fit (63), Personal -Institutional fit (28), and
Social and familial influences (47). When explicitly
asked to name the single strongest determinant, 26 of 39
students (66.7%) identified aspects of the theme “A
gateway to new opportunities”, most often related to
employability, income, and opportunities for further
study. The high coding frequency and students’
prioritisation confirm that “A gateway to new
opportunities” were the most decisive factor in choosing
SLT.

Among 39 participants, 36 were female (92.3%) and 3
were male (7.7%). For female students, the most
common expected opportunities were job stability and
adequate income (83%), followed by social contribution
and helping others (67%), personal development through
higher education (39%), and becoming pioneers in the
profession (25%). In contrast, all three male participants
(100%) emphasised career advancement and social
status, and high income or opportunities for private
practice, while two (67%) highlighted the novelty and
potential of the emerging SLT profession, and one (33%)
mentioned helping others. Overall, these findings show
that female students tended to prioritise security and
social value, whereas male students focused on
achievement and professional growth.

The five themes identified in this study were closely
connected and arranged in a layered structure (Figure 1).
A gateway to new opportunities formed the central and
most decisive factor shaping students’ decisions.
Surrounding this core were three layers of personal
alignment: Personal - Curriculum fit, Personal -
Institutional fit, and Personal - Vocational fit. These
layers appeared in increasing scope of influence - from
how students matched their abilities and learning
preferences with the SLT curriculum, to how they
perceived the suitability of the university environment,
and finally to how they envisioned their future
professional roles. The outermost layer, Social and
Jfamilial influences, functioned as the background context
encompassing all other themes, reflecting the continuous
influence of family, teachers, and community. Together,
this layered model illustrates how personal and
contextual factors interacted to shape students’ reasoning
and decision-making about choosing SLT as their major.
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Social and familial inflnences

Personal — Vocational fit

Personal — Institution fit

Personal — Curriculum fit

A gateway to

new opportunities

Figure 1. Interrelated themes shaping major choice decisions among SLT students

IV. DISCUSSION

This study aimed to explore the determinants influencing
students’ decision to choose SLT as their undergraduate
major at the UMP. In addressing this aim, the analysis
identified five key themes shaping students’ decision to
choose SLT. Personal - Curriculum fit reflects students’
perceptions of their academic strengths and learning
preferences. Personal - Vocational fit captures the match
between the nature of SLT and students’ preferences for
cognitive tasks, helping people with disabilities, and
non-shift-based clinical roles. Personal - Institutional fit
highlights the importance of the university’s reputation
and location in making SLT feel like a realistic and
prestigious choice. A gateway to new opportunities show
that students viewed SLT as a new but promising field
because of employability, good income, and
opportunities for further study. Finally, Social and
familial influences emphasise that decisions were not
made in isolation but were shaped by family traditions,
peer influence, and faculty mentorship.

In addition to familial and peer influences, institutional
factors also shaped students’ understanding of SLT,
particularly because many first encountered the
profession only after entering the Rehabilitation
Technology programme, through the faculty-led
orientation sessions. However, this account indicates that
students’ knowledge of SLT was often limited or absent
prior to admission. In fact, it was indicated that early
curricular exposure significantly shapes major decision-
making in emerging health disciplines (Buddeberg-
Fischer et al., 2008). For newly established programmes
such as SLT at UMP, this highlights the curriculum’s
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pivotal role as a primary source of information. In other
words, strengthening early-course design may support
more informed choices and enhance student engagement.

About the central and most decisive factor shaping
students’ decisions — 4 gateway to new opportunities,
female students most often expressed expectations
related to job stability, social contribution, and work-life
balance, whereas male students focused on career
advancement, higher income, and recognition. This
demonstrates a distinct difference in the nature of theme
A gateway to new opportunities between the two groups.
Similar differences have been reported in other health
professions. In physiotherapy and nursing, women tend
to prioritise relational and caring values, while men
emphasise technical competence and leadership (Prosen,
2022; Stenberg et al., 2021). In medicine, men are more
likely to choose high-status or demanding specialties,
whereas women prefer stable and flexible options (Lee,
2013). These consistent findings suggest that the gender
differences observed in this study are aligned with
patterns widely reported across other health-related
fields.

With regards to Social and familial influences, the strong
role of family and peers in students’ decisions can be
understood within Vietnam’s social and cultural context.
In Vietnamese families, parents often act as co-decision
makers, giving moral and financial guidance to secure
family stability and social mobility (Dormeier Freire &
Giang, 2012). Such influence reflects Confucian
traditions, where education and career are family
responsibilities and ways to bring honour to parents
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(Truong et al., 2016). At a broader level, Vietnam’s
collectivist culture and high respect for authority
encourage young people to align their choices with
family and community expectations (Hofstede, 2001).
Following parental and peer advice is therefore viewed
not as a lack of independence but as an expression of
filial duty and social harmony deeply rooted in
Vietnamese society.

The findings support SCCT theory (Lent et al., 1994).
Personal- Curriculum fit reflects students’ self-efficacy,
while A4 gateway to new opportunities highlights
perceived career benefits, both key components of
SCCT. Personal - Vocational fit demonstrates career
goals shaped by personal interests and values. Social and
familial influences and Personal - Institutional fit
emphasise contextual factors like family, peers, mentors
and institution. Together, these themes align well with
SCCT in explaining students’ decisions to pursue SLT.

Compared to previous studies in Vietnam, this study
identified similar factors influencing the choice of major
to others. However, there is no single study covering all
factors found here. Besides, unlike previous quantitative
studies wusing linear regression models, this
phenomenological study explored students' voices in
depth, identifying five key factors, with social and
familial factors embedded in all others. In addition, while
other studies in Vietnam emphasised personal
competencies, passion, and university reputation
(Nguyen & Do, 2023; Nguyen et al., 2023; Tran &
Nguyen, 2024), this study found the theme A4 gateway to
new opportunities - such as job prospects, income, and
learning opportunities - to be the most decisive factor.
This difference reflects the specific decision context,
where students chose SLT among three closely related
rehabilitation majors, not across all fields. From this
study, family influence and exposure to the profession
were important to choose SLT. This is similar to Byrne’s
studies (Byrne, 2007; Byrne, 2008). However, among the
themes, 4 gateway to new opportunities remained the
strongest driver. This finding may relate to the limited
development of SLT training in Vietnam (Atherton et al.,
2017; Atherton et al., 2020), compared to the long-
established and large SLT workforce in other countries
(Armstrong et al., 2017; McLeod et al., 2023). Overall,
this study adds a distinct perspective by highlighting how
factors related to the theme A gateway to new
opportunities, shaped by context, influence students’
choice of SLT.

Beyond recruitment and counselling, the findings
highlight implications for the long-term development of
the SLT workforce in Vietnam. Students voiced
ambitions to “be pioneers,” pursue advanced study, and
The Asia Pacific Scholar, Vol. 11 No. 3 / July 2026
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expand SLT services nationwide, showing motivation
that extends beyond job attainment. These aspirations
point to the need for policies supporting continuous
professional development, clear carcer pathways, and
institutional collaboration to strengthen workforce
capacity and retention. Such directions reinforce the
conclusion that structured career guidance and national
planning are essential for building a sustainable SLT
workforce in Vietnam.

A. Limitations

This study has several limitations. Firstly, most
participants were from the South of Vietnam, and the
data were collected from a single institution — UMP.
Consequently, the findings may not fully represent the
perspectives of students across other regions or
universities. Secondly, while focus group discussions
encouraged interaction and collective reflection, they
may have limited the depth of personal disclosure due to
peer influence and social desirability bias (Leung &
Savithiri, 2009). Thirdly, the strong gender imbalance
among participants could have shaped particular
perceptions of SLT. Finally, researcher positionality may
have subtly influenced data interpretation, especially
since one member of the research team was an SLT
lecturer.

Methodological triangulation, such as the combination of
focus group discussions and individual interviews, is
recommended for future studies to enhance the richness
and trustworthiness of the data.

B. Application

The findings of this study have practical implications for
both education and policy. At the institutional level, the
results can guide the development of targeted
recruitment strategies and curriculum development,
ensuring that early SLT modules and pedagogical
approaches align with students’ motivations and
expectations. Because students only learned about SLT
after entering the programme, a more effective approach
would be to offer the introductory SLT module before
students select their major. This may help them
understand the profession sooner, make more informed
decisions and engage earlier with the SLT track. At the
policy level, the study offers evidence to support
structured career guidance and national strategies for
sustainable SLT workforce development through
coordinated recruitment, public awareness, and human
resource planning in rehabilitation services. For students,
these findings also provide a valuable reference and
motivation to pursue and remain committed to this newly
emerging profession.
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V. CONCLUSION

This study identified five interrelated themes influencing
students’ decision to choose SLT as their major:
Personal - Curriculum fit, Personal - Vocational fit,
Personal - Institutional fit, A gateway to new
opportunities, and Social and familial influences.
Through iterative thematic analysis, 4 gateway to new
opportunities were recognised as the central driving
factor, while Social and familial influences provided the
overarching context shaping all other themes. The
findings also show that students often gained their first
accurate understanding of SLT only after admission,
underscoring the important role of early curricular
exposure in an emerging profession. Ensuring that
introductory SLT modules are offered prior to major
selection and designed to provide clear information
about the profession, expectations and career pathways
may help students make more informed and confident
choices. Together, these findings offer an integrated
understanding of how personal, institutional, and
contextual factors interact in major decision-making
within an emerging profession. Building on this, the
findings highlight the need for structured career guidance
and national strategies to strengthen recruitment,
curriculum development, and workforce planning for a
sustainable SLT workforce in Vietnam.
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