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ABSTRACT
Vietnam‟s National Foreign Language Project 2020, commonly known as Project 2020,
commenced in 2008 with an initial scheduled completion date of 2020. The project‟s central
goal focuses on enabling students to communicate (in English) independently and confidently
in a multilingual and multicultural context. With a giant proposed budget, Project 2020 has
impacted the learning and teaching of English at every level of education within Vietnam.
The focus of this study is on how public higher education institutions have implemented the
project goal for non-English major students within their own contexts. Implementation in
higher education has been investigated at three levels, institutional, departmental and
classroom level.

This research is a qualitative case study. Its design is informed by the research framework of
Crotty (1998). The study also draws on the work of Kemmis (2010) and the theory of practice
architectures around the concepts of sayings, doings and relatings (p.13). Data were collected
from document analysis, semi-structured interviews, and from classroom observations.

Participants interviewed in the study were departmental leaders and teachers of English at
three public higher education institutions. Their accounts provided interpretations and
perspectives around curriculum, pedagogy and concepts underlying the Project 2020 goal.

The findings of the study suggest that the Project 2020 goal that is the focus of this study has
yet to be successfully implemented at the case study sites. There is a significant clash of
value and culture systems, which is manifested in three areas, curriculum, pedagogy, and
change management. The Western elements of curriculum and pedagogy have, in effect, been
„bolted on‟ to the Vietnamese educational context without adequate attention to processes to
support the successful implementation of change.
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The findings also suggest future directions that have the potential to impact continuing work
on implementation of this national project, now extended to 2025. To bring about a new
reality for English learning and teaching in Vietnam, there needs to be more development of
both people and organisations (Quinn & McGrath, 1985) so that change can happen in a way
that enables the Western and Vietnamese cultures of learning to function meaningfully
together.
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STYLE GUIDE
Most of this thesis follows conventions of APA style, 7th edition, based on the APA
Publication Manual by American Psychological Association (Murdoch University, 2020).
However, italics and no quotation marks will be used for verbatim comments from
participants and extracts from documents collected from the research sites.

TRANSLATION AND TRANSCRIPTION

All interviews were conducted in Vietnamese. This was done to enable participants to
respond fluidly, confidently and deeply, in their first language. This facilitated in-depth
exploration of the interview questions within a comfortable and familiar interactional
environment.
All interviews were audio recorded, and unless otherwise stated, were then transcribed and
translated into English by the author of this study. Transcripts were member checked for
accuracy and to ensure resonance with the experiences of the participants. A number of
transcripts are included in the Appendices to demonstrate the process undertaken and to
provide transparency.

1
PART A DESIGNING THE RESEARCH

This part includes Chapter 1 to Chapter 4. The information in this part provides both the
practical and theoretical background which is significant for planning and conducting this
study. The key ideas discussed in these four chapters will inform the data analysis and
identification of findings in the later chapters of the thesis.

2
CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION
The world is not mono. Look around. It‟s not monochrome or monotone. The world is
marvellously multi. Multicultural, multilingual, and multi bloody dimensional. If we
look at the world this way, it makes a difference... Breaking the barrier that divides us
and telling a multitude of stories that reflect, include, excite and inspire us. The world
is more multi than ever. (Special Broadcasting Service, 2019)

I came across this beautiful message while watching my favourite cooking series on SBS, an
Australian television channel. It wonderfully describes the world of „multis‟ we are now
living in. I felt extremely engrossed by every single bit of this commercial as coincidently, it
aligns with my research study. I am pursuing an exploration of how English language
education in Vietnam empowers the youth to function well in a multilingual and multicultural
context.

1.1 The social and political context

1.1.1 A major milestone, the launching of Doi moi policy

In 1986, Vietnam commenced its overall economic renovation process, known as Doi moi.
The major goal of the policy was to create a socialist-oriented market economy that would
replace the previous highly centralized command economy where the government made all
economic decisions. The government began its „open-door‟ policy and expanded its relations
with all foreign countries irrespective of their political systems. This new strategy boosted the
country‟s development to a large extent. Since 1989, Vietnam has had one of the fastestgrowing economies in the world, with access to education increasing at all levels (Postiglione,
2011).
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Doi moi was not, however, restricted to reforms in the economy. Other areas of society are
also included in the renovation process. Education, and more specifically, foreign language
education has been significantly affected by this reform. Whilst Doi moi policy will be
explored later (in Section 2.2.4 of Chapter 2) in relation to foreign language education, it is
important to identify its place and significance with respect to this study in this introductory
chapter.

1.1.2 The status of English as a foreign language

In the decade following 1986, there was a growing realization that a high level of competency
in foreign languages was a key factor in facilitating Doi moi policy, and in enhancing
Vietnam's competitive position in the international economic and political arena of the
globalized world (Dang et al., 2013; Do, 1996). In 1994, in Directive No 422-Ttg signed by
the Prime Minister on August 15, foreign language policy became more specific with the
government, for the first time, acknowledging English and recognizing the importance of
state officials and employees having a high level of English competency. According to Do
(1996), there has never been a stronger and clearer requirement concerning foreign language
education policy and planning made at the highest-level authority than that which is stated in
this Directive.
It should be noted that in the Vietnamese context, English “is often implicitly documented as
„foreign language‟” (V. C. Le, 2017, p. 186). In fact, English is the major foreign language
taught in most schools. Nguyen (2003) reported that 98% of Vietnamese students were
learning English. Statistics show that over 99% of Year 12 students undertook English tests
in the national high school graduation examination in recent years. A very small number did
French, Chinese, Russian and German. Therefore, the phrase „foreign language‟ is normally
used and understood interchangeably with „the English language‟ in documents as well as in
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institutional contexts. Many departments are named Foreign Language Department, even
though English is the only language they can teach.

1.1.3 Vietnam National Foreign Language 2020 Project

Since the time of the Doi moi policy taking effect, foreign language education has been
highlighted in many government documents and policies (MOET, 2005; Vietnam Central
Executive Committee, 2013). However, the current practice of English language teaching
does not accommodate the need for using the language as a means of communication in a
globalized world. Although Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) is a recommended
approach in English language classrooms, there is still limited improvement in term of
enabling students to speak the language (Mai, 2017; N. T. Nguyen, 2017). In response to this
prevailing situation, Vietnam has constantly proposed and implemented new initiatives, and
the most significant project related to this area is the National Foreign Language Project 2020,
normally known, and hereafter referred to as Project 2020.

Project 2020 is a large project with initial funding estimated at nearly VND 9.4 billion
(equivalent to over USD 400 million). As clearly stated in the Approval Decision No
1400/QĐ-TTg (Vietnam Prime Minister, 2008), the project‟s aim is to “renovate
comprehensively the practice of teaching and learning foreign languages within the national
educational sector in the period 2008-2020” (p.1) so that,
… by 2020, most Vietnamese students graduating from secondary, vocational schools,
colleges and universities will be able to use a foreign language confidently in their
daily communication, their study and work in an integrated, multicultural and
multilingual context, making foreign languages a comparative advantage for the
development for Vietnamese people. (Vietnam Prime Minister, 2008, p. 1)
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It is this primary goal that forms the specific focus of this research study, particularly with
respect to the higher education sector. The government expects to improve the English
proficiency of Vietnamese learners so that the country can become more recognized within
the world‟s political and economic globalized context. The ambitious nature of Project
2020‟s goal was one of the things that attracted me to this area of research, and I was
interested in seeing how this project was to unfold.
As mentioned in the previous section, the phrase „foreign language(s)‟ is widely used
interchangeably with „English language‟. It needs to be emphasized that the National Foreign
Language Project 2020 is predominantly about the teaching and learning of English
throughout the national education system.
In Section II of No 1400/QĐ-TTg Decision, where the seven important project objectives are
defined, it states that “the foreign languages to be taught and learned in the national education
system are English and some other languages” (Vietnam Prime Minister, 2008).„English‟ is
the only foreign language specifically named while others are just generally mentioned.

Project 2020 was initiated with seven major objectives that relate to foreign language
education at all levels. Five of these relate to university education and are therefore important
for this study:


Maintain English as a foreign language taught in the national education system,
along with several other languages



Develop and issue a detailed and unified 6-level language proficiency exit framework
(which is compatible with other common international language proficiency
assessment frameworks) that can be used as a reference point when assessing
students and when developing curriculum and teaching plans
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Implement new language curricula for university education: Non-English major
graduates are required to obtain Level 3 on exit, and English majors Level 4



Renew methods of testing and assessment and build test banks



Apply technology to enhance the teaching quality

For these objectives to be fulfilled, key tasks were proposed. These included:


Setting up a Central Steering Committee, which is comprised of representatives from
related ministries and agencies



Reviewing and formulating master plans, and plans on teacher training, retraining
and recruitment



Reviewing and amending polices and regulations pertaining to foreign language
education



Increasing investment in teaching facilities and equipment



Promoting international cooperation in foreign language teaching and learning



Creating a favourable environment for foreign language education, motivating the
younger generation of Vietnamese to learn foreign languages

What is significant for this study is that Project 2020 describes a centrally managed education
system for schools with centrally developed curriculum, but not for higher education
institutions (HEIs). HEIs have the autonomy to design their own curriculum in accord with
Ministry of Education and Training (MOET) general requirements as regulated in Circular
07/2015/TT-BGDDT, the laws of Higher Education, and other legal and government
documents. HEIs are free to develop or adopt any curriculum that matches their institutional
policy and the National Framework in order to achieve the Project 2020 goals. Responsibility,
therefore, for ensuring that graduates can “use a foreign language confidently in their daily
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communication, study and work in an integrated, multicultural and multilingual context”
(Vietnam Prime Minister, 2008, p. 1) lies with individual HEIs. How a number of HEIs have
chosen to do this is the specific focus of this study.

1.2 The research context

1.2.1 Practical context

Practically, Project 2020 is of particular importance to me. As a lecturer of English and an
academic leader at a Vietnamese public university for almost 17 years, I had continuously
worked collaboratively with my colleagues to seek ways to improve English teaching quality
at my institution. We kept changing the curriculum, syllabuses, textbooks, teaching time
allocation and format of tests. However, very little progress had been recorded in terms of
examination results or the ability to use the language purposefully. Different measures have
been taken in order for the majority of students to meet the exit requirement on English. Even
tests were sometimes modified, especially for those who had to retake the tests several times.
Students remained unable to communicate effectively in job interviews in English, despite
the teachers having implemented a variety of changes. This hopelessness has inspired me to
seek theoretical and empirical evidence that can explain and help improve the situation.

Project 2020 has been activated throughout the country and creates a great opportunity for all
English language teachers, including myself, to be involved in dynamic professional
development activities and in shaping the future for students. The Project‟s goal is important
to me both personally and professionally. Inspired by engaging lectures on culture(s) and
cross-cultural studies at university, I became fascinated in researching cultural aspects in
teaching English as a Foreign Language (EFL). I therefore want to undertake this research on
how different universities in Vietnam enable their students to communicate in English
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confidently in a multilingual and multicultural context as this will satisfy both my career
concerns (improving students‟ communicative ability) and my personal interest
(interculturality in language teaching).

1.2.2 Academic context

Although teaching English as a foreign language has been paid substantial attention in the
Vietnamese government‟s human resource training policy, research has indicated that
students continue to demonstrate poor levels of English proficiency (Do, 2013; Hoang, 2008).
Project 2020 is intended to be an effective remedy to raise the level of students‟ command of
English. However, Project 2020‟s outcomes have been reported as being far behind
expectation (MOET, 2014a) and was approved to be extended to 2025 (Vietnam Prime
Minister, 2017).

Under the Law of Higher Education (National Assembly of Vietnam, 2012), all institutions
are responsible for making plans and promoting academic development. That is, they have
the authority to design their own curriculum and training programs. This study examines how
a number of institutions have responded to the requirement of implementing the significant
and ambitious policy initiative, Project 2020‟s goal of enabling their students to
„communicate confidently and effectively in a multilingual and multicultural environment‟.
By examining institutional policy, interpretations and perceptions by key stake holders,
which include departmental leaders and EFL teachers, of what this means and what this
should look like, my study undertakes detailed investigations of Project 2020 implementation
in three HEIs at three levels, institutional, departmental and within classrooms. The focus of
discussion will be on curriculum, pedagogy and change management. Findings from data will
then help identify how to further support the implementation of Project 2020 and enhance
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successful English curriculum change in the Vietnamese context. This in-depth study will
make an original contribution to how to manage significant educational change in Vietnam.

1.3 Research question

This research will, therefore, address the following research question: How are public higher
education institutions in Vietnam responding to the National Foreign Language Project 2020
goal of enabling their non-English major students to communicate independently and
confidently in a multilingual and multicultural environment?

In order to answer this question, three subsidiary questions have been identified:
1. How do different key stakeholders interpret „the ability to communicate
independently and confidently in English in a multilingual and multicultural
context‟?
2. What are universities doing to enable their students to communicate independently
and confidently in English in a multilingual and multicultural context?
3. What challenges are placed on the key stakeholders to realise this goal?

1.4 Significance of the study

This research project expects to reach the following outcomes upon completion:


Identify similarities and differences across the case study sites in terms of
implementing the Project 2020 goal in their own contexts



Identify factors influencing this curriculum change implementation at institutional
level, departmental level and within classrooms



Propose future directions for more effective implementation of the Project 2020 goal
in the coming years, that take into account the Vietnamese culture of learning and
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teaching in Vietnam in relation to Western ideas associated with intercultural
language teaching


Provide a self-reflection of how I have transformed during my PhD journey and how
my journey can support curriculum change in Vietnam

1.5 Structure of the thesis

This thesis consists of 3 parts:


Part A – Designing the research (Chapter 1-4)



Part B – The case study (Chapter 5-8)



Part C – Research outcomes (Chapter 9-10)

Chapter 1 introduces the national policy and the specific research context of this study. More
importantly, it specifies the overall research question, which can be answered by addressing
three subsidiary questions. Also, there is a brief account of the expected outcomes of the
study.

Chapter 2 provides the context of the study. This includes the Vietnamese culture of learning
and changes in national foreign language education in Vietnam, especially with respect to
tertiary level. The section on Project 2020 activities and its progress to date provides further
information for this study.

Chapter 3 explores the literature regarding 1) language and culture, 2) curriculum and
linguistic syllabuses, and 3) change management. These three areas of literature inform this
study, which is on how to successfully implement the change of English language education
proposed by Project 2020 at higher education institutions.
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Chapter 4 describes the research design of this study. In particular, it explains the
epistemology, theoretical perspective, methodology and research methods employed in this
study.

Chapters 5, 6, 7 respectively present data from the three case study sites, University Duc
(Morality), University Tri (Intelligence) and Institute Tai (Talent)1. Each chapter begins with
an overview of the institutional context, which focuses on its policy in term of English
education and curriculum and syllabus design. This section is followed by a discussion of
each of the participants, with their personal context, a detailed analysis of their perceptions
and/or practices in relation to Project 2020 and an analysis of what happens in English
language classrooms. Each chapter helps develop a deep understanding of the case study sites.

Chapter 8 provides a cross-case analysis of the case study sites. This chapter also answers the
research questions drawing on the data, and the similarities and differences identified in the
cross-case analysis.

In Chapter 9, drawing on the totality of the data, key findings of this research project are
distilled and presented. The findings are organised around the areas of curriculum, pedagogy
and change management. This chapter also includes a self-reflection on my PhD journey and
my positionality within this study. The chapter will end with a discussion of future directions
that are potentially supportive for more effective implementation of the Project 2020 goal.

Chapter 10 is a short concluding chapter. It provides information on the gaps filled by this
research, together with the study‟s contribution to knowledge. The thesis concludes with an
acknowledgement of its limitations as well as providing suggestions for further research
studies.

1

These pseudonyms reflect significant values within the Vietnamese culture.
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CHAPTER 2 CONTEXTUALISING THE STUDY

2.1 Introduction

This chapter provides the background to this research. It begins with a discussion of the
concept of cultures of learning, and then explores the Vietnamese culture of learning and its
impact on educational practice. This is expected to have influenced how foreign languages
are learned and taught. In addition, the history of foreign language education in Vietnam will
be reviewed with attention to the influence of the political climate and policy changes,
especially the introduction of the Doi moi policy. This will help to contextualize the current
situation with respect to language teaching and learning. There is also a review of recent
significant changes in the higher education sector. A particularly important part of the
discussion focuses on the launching and implementation of Project 2020, which is the
specific context of this study.

2.2 Cultures of learning

2.2.1 Cultures of learning defined
„Cultures of learning‟, as a concept, was first defined by Martin Cortazzi and Lixian Jin, who
have now researched and published in this area for in excess of twenty years. In their 2013
publication the concept is extensively explored. They argue that “learning is cultural:
Members of different cultural communities may have different preferences, expectations,
interpretations, values and beliefs about how to learn or how to teach.” (Cortazzi & Jin,
2013, p. 1). Having a good understanding of these elements will help explain the common
teaching and learning practice in a particular culture. These authors suggest that these cultural
ideas are often subconsciously absorbed from childhood learning experience within family
and later in the wider society. They also highlight the importance of this concept in
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international and multicultural contexts of education (Cortazzi & Jin, 2013). This is
significant as this study deals with the teaching of English for multilingual and multicultural
communication within HEIs in Vietnam.

2.2.2 The Vietnamese culture

In order to be able to articulate and discuss the Vietnamese culture of learning, it is first
important to have an understanding of the key values and influences that have shaped and
continue to shape the Vietnamese culture.

Vietnamese culture is said to comprise a blend of its own traditional and imported values (Q.
T. N. Nguyen, 2016). As seen from Figure 2.1, there are five main values layers that make
up the Vietnamese culture. These are traditional values, Confucian and Taoist values,
Buddhist values, Western values and Socialist values.

Figure 2. 1
Multi-layers of Vietnamese values system

Note. Reprinted from The Vietnamese Values System: A Blend of Oriental, Western and
Socialist Values, by Nguyen, Q.T.N, 2016, International Education Studies 9(12), p.34
(https://doi.org/10.5539/ies.v9n12p32)
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It is commonly agreed that patriotism makes up a large part in Vietnamese traditional values
(He et al., 2011; Ho, 2015; Q. T. N. Nguyen, 2016). This national pride is manifested flexibly
in different ways: the spirit of protecting sovereignty, preserving traditional cultural identity
and dedication to national development (Nguyen & Nguyen, 2014). Besides patriotism,
Vietnamese people are traditionally described as diligent, creative, optimistic, humane, and
devoted (Tran, 1980).
Added to traditional values are foreign influences coming from various sources. Of all
imported influences, Confucianism has contributed significantly to the Vietnamese culture.
Vietnam‟s culture is strongly influenced by China while other nations in the region have been
impacted by Indian culture (Pearn, 1963). The easily observed phenomenon of this influence
from China is the presence of Confucianism in all aspects of life.
Under Chinese domination for over a thousand years (from 111 B.C to 907) records indicate
that the Vietnamese constantly resisted the occupiers, and that there were countless uprisings
(Loofs, 1974). However, owing to not having an alternative state ideology, bureaucracy and
bureaucratic processes, successive Vietnamese dynasties resorted to Confucianism for
guiding their administration and operational practices for running the state (N. T. Nguyen,
2016). Significantly, education was strongly influenced by China. This included the use of
Chinese writing characters as the Vietnamese language then did not have its own script
(Loofs, 1974). N. T. Nguyen (2016) states that “Confucianism is the most important source
helping to shape the national traditional identity” (p.1). Although the official support of the
Confucian philosophy has become less prominent in recent Vietnamese history, “its practice
is still common among government bureaucrats and leaders” (Littrell, 2005, p. 2).

Being an ancient tradition, Confucianism is still dynamic and continues to evolve. It displays
different manifestations in different countries. Vietnamese Confucianism, therefore, cannot
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be simply viewed as the original ideology of the Chinese occupier as, although its doctrines
remain, they have been altered and expanded long after the Chinese colonizing period (D. N.
Pham, 2005). Goodman (2009) stresses that “the Vietnamese view of the world and how it
works, of family and society and the roles of its members, and of concepts of duty and virtue,
all bore a heavy resemblance to Confucian interpretation of life” (p. 31). As such,
Vietnamese people tend to be fond of learning, seek to have reputation, and have respect for
others.

Also coming from China, Taoist doctrines have contributed values to the Vietnamese culture.
Appreciating the Taoist principle of living in harmony with other humans and with nature,
Vietnamese people are believed to avoid conflict and be tolerant (Q. T. N. Nguyen, 2016).
Another religion originating from India, Buddhism, has been considered an integral part of
the Vietnamese culture (Vu, 2020). Its doctrines add more traces of virtue to the local people,
such as benevolence, tolerance and kind-heartedness.
The Western values of liberty, equality and democracy coming from coloniser countries like
France and America have also contributed to the country‟s values system. During the period
of French colonization, 1858-1945, Vietnam was impacted by French culture. However,
unlike other colonisers, the French refused to impose an aggressive assimilationist policy
(Xiong, 2004). Instead, they respected the differences in race, culture and ethnic origins. This
was an outcome of their republican universalist ideals. The French also contributed to
enabling the Vietnamese people to communicate in writing. Chữ quốc ngữ (the Romanized
script), was invented by a French missionary. Its use enabled the Vietnamese to communicate
in writing, in their own language, rather than through Chữ Nôm (the Chinese based written
script) (Loofs, 1974). However, French educational philosophy was not accessible to the
majority of the population as most Vietnamese were illiterate.
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The second Western power setting foot in Vietnam in 1955 was the United States of America.
The U.S was intent on restricting the communist influence which was present in the
Vietnamese government at the time. Some values associated with Western education were
prominent as a result of contact and this is discussed further in Section 2.2.3.
A critical influence in defining Vietnamese culture comes from the Vietnamese government‟s
socialist values. It is important to note that the ideas of how an independent Vietnam should
look were introduced by Ho Chi Minh, the first president of Vietnam and were fundamentally
shaped by his education and his experiences of living in France. Later, Vietnam was
influenced by the socialist models from the USSR and China. Undergoing many changes,
socialism in Vietnam now emphasises the values of independence, freedom, happiness,
democracy, justice and civilization (National Assembly of Vietnam, 2013a). These values go
alongside with the ideas of other traditional and imported values to make the complete picture
of the Vietnamese values system.
The following section will examine how the Vietnamese culture of learning and
contemporary educational practices have been shaped under the influence of the layers of the
Vietnamese values system described above.

2.2.3 The Vietnamese culture of learning

As discussed in the previous section, the Vietnamese culture has been made up of layers from
a number of sources. Some educational approaches have become influential for a significant
period of time while others popular for a much shorter period. Examples of the latter include
the idea of taking responsibility for one‟s learning. This became popular during the period of
French colonization (London, 2011). Similarly, the approach of active learning was made
known to the south of Vietnam where American troops were based (Sloper & Le, 1995).
These teaching approaches, however, were short-lived. One of the reasons was that at the
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time of French colonisation or American influence, most of the Vietnamese people were
illiterate, so they did not get access to education. In addition, the new approaches, focusing
on individualism, introduced by Western countries were not compatible with the
government‟s socialist values, which emphasize collectivism.

Of all the imported values, the Vietnamese culture of learning is highly influenced by
Confucianism as a consequence of an extended time under China‟s influence and control. The
next section will briefly articulate the key characteristics of a Vietnamese culture of learning
impacted by Confucian values.

2.2.3.1 High respect for teachers
Within Confucian social and ethical philosophy, education is valued and teachers receive a
high social status (Aoki, 2008; Tan, 2015). Traditionally, a Vietnamese teacher‟s position is
said to be higher than that of parents, only lower than the King. There are famous sayings and
idioms demonstrating respect for Vietnamese teachers, such as:


Một chữ là thầy, nửa chữ cũng là thầy [Who teaches you one word is your teacher,
who teaches you half a word is also your teacher]



Không thầy đố mày làm nên [One cannot do anything without a teacher]



Ngh d y h c là ngh c o qu nh t trong những ngh c o qu [Teaching is the
noblest profession of all the noble professions]

Vietnamese teachers are expected to be role models for students. The Education Law
(Vietnam Government, 2005) emphasizes that “teachers are the decisive factor ensuring the
quality of education. Teachers have to continuously update knowledge and set good examples
for students to follow”. This is because Vietnamese education aims at nurturing well-rounded
students having both good knowledge and morality. As such, most schools value the
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importance of educating well-behaved students besides providing them with knowledge.
Even learning to behave well is prioritised. A popular slogan found in many schools is „Tiên
h c lễ, hậu h c văn‟ [Learn to behave first, then learn the knowledge].
In Vietnamese foreign language classrooms, moral lessons are also integrated. Phan and
Phan (2006), in their qualitative study on the construction of identity amongst English
language teachers, show that the participants are persistent in maintaining morality-related
identity when performing the role of a cultural and moral guide. Despite frequent exposure to
foreign cultures, these teachers embed moral values in their cultural and professional practice
in an unforced way. For them, those values are attached to their heart, creating a sense of
belonging and continuity. This suggests that English classes can, to an extent, be seen to be
culturally „Vietnam centric‟. This aspect of the Vietnamese culture of learning may impact
the effectiveness of teaching English so that it can be used effectively in multilingual and
multicultural contexts. This study may provide data around this point.
In general, Vietnamese teachers, on the one hand, have a good reputation in the society. On
the other hand, they shoulder hard duties, being a role model for students to follow. In
addition, they are expected to be „know-it-all‟ people. In a large scale study conducted by
Phuong-Mai et al. (2005) on culturally appropriate pedagogy, nearly 500 Vietnamese student
respondents supported the idea that teachers should always have the right answers to all
questions asked by students. This is significant as answers being viewed as either right or
wrong will impact on language teaching. If language is being taught as code (Scarino &
Liddicoat, 2009) (See also in Section 3.2.1.2.1), it focuses on forms of the target language. It
is, therefore, easy to say whether the answers are right or wrong. However, it is more
challenging when language is conceptualised as social practice (Scarino & Liddicoat, 2009).
This becomes very significant when discussing an appropriate pedagogy for the achievement
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of the Project 2020 goal, enabling students to communicate in a multilingual and
multicultural context. This is because language classrooms now will need to expand further to
deal with the complexities of meaning and its nuances.
2.2.3.2 Teacher-centredness
In an education rooted in Confucianism, knowledge is a body of useful information to be
delivered and learnt rather than knowledge being viewed as something that learners have a
role in constructing (Cortazzi & Jin, 2013; Li & Wegerif, 2014; Wang, 2006). It is mainly
transmitted one-way through a teacher-centred approach. In the classroom, the teacher
dominates the learning process. In their learning journey, students seek a good teacher and
mimic his/her words or deeds (Aoki, 2008). They are highly motivated to acquire knowledge
through attentiveness (Tweed & Lehman, 2002), exclusively listening to and agreeing with
what is presented by the teacher. Arguing with teachers is seen as rude and unacceptable.
However, this traditional approach has now been strongly challenged by the need to consider
learner needs, roles and responsibilities more explicitly within all aspects of curriculum.
O‟Neill and McMahon (2005) have identified several important characteristics of this
learner-centred approach such as a high level of student choice, student activeness and
empowerment. In recent decades, the goal of promoting active and independent learning has
been made a focal point in Vietnam‟s education development strategies (Vietnam Prime
Minister, 2001, 2012). Empirical evidence of a study by Chu (2014) on the conceptualisation
and implementation of a learner-centred approach among tertiary EFL teachers reveals that
the majority of the participants have used this Western-originated teaching approach in their
classrooms.
In particular, the Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) approach was introduced in the
early 1990s to Vietnamese EFL classrooms (Lewis & McCook, 2002; T. N. Nguyen, 2017; H.
H. Pham, 2005). Being featured as “calling for learner involvement, allowing learners choice,
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changing teachers‟ and students‟ roles, and breaking down hierarchic barriers in the
classroom” (Larsen-Freeman, 2000, p. 66), CLT is believed to remedy the situation of
Vietnamese students being unable to use English communicatively. However, there is the
„rhetoric versus reality‟ question here. T. N. Nguyen (2017) comments that it is “unclear how
thoroughly this method has been applied in reality, as there is a mismatch between CLT
tenets and traditional Vietnamese classroom cultures”. Nonetheless, the principles of CLT
look compatible with the Project 2020 goal, aiming at making students become confident and
effective foreign language users. This study provides further evidence with respect to what
actually happens in classrooms and the extent to which the „reality‟ supports the achievement
of the goal.
2.2.3.3 Rote learning
According to Han and Scull (2010), Confucian societies share some key educational practices.
A predominant learning technique is rote learning. This technique is strongly supported by
the fact that most Confucian influenced education systems use summative tests, which mainly
“require memorised and reproduced knowledge” (Pham & Renshaw, 2015). There are
different views as to the efficacy of rote learning. Some scholars see it as an indication of a
surface learning approach which does not involve students in meaningful interaction with the
content subject (Dolmans et al., 2016; Howie & Bagnall, 2013). Students repeat facts with no
or little understanding. However, Tan (2015) has examined Confucius‟ sayings in the
Analects and suggests that rote learning or memorization is a strategy to develop deep
understanding, logical thinking and strong application.
In Vietnamese EFL classrooms, the strategy of rote learning or memorisation is popularly
applied (Duong & Nguyen, 2006; Khamkhien, 2011; Le & Phan, 2013), especially for
grammar and vocabulary items. Findings of a study conducted by Le (2011) indicate that
teachers expect students to memorise grammatical rules and structural formula as they
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believe the lack of explicit grammatical knowledge may causes a reticence in students, thus
they will not actively participate in communicative tasks.
This current study examines how the practice of rote learning is used in various aspects of the
EFL classrooms and the extent to which this strategy enables or hinders the implementation
of the Project 2020 goal.
2.2.3.4 Face
Face is an important concept in Confucian societies (Cheng, 1986; Ho, 1976; Qi, 2011). Face
is referred to as “an image of (sic) self-delineated in terms of approved social attributes”
(Goffman, 2005, p. 5). Later in their politeness theory, Brown and Levinson (1987) call it
“public self-image” (p.61). This theory assumes that people universally have face and desire
to maintain or gain face.
In Chinese culture, face is “not what one thinks of oneself, but what one thinks others should
think of one‟s worth” (Lim, 1994, p. 210). This means face is claimed with regard to others‟
evaluations. Face is so important to Chinese students that “no one can afford to lose it” (Tan,
2007, p. 95). Asking questions to the teacher is rarely seen as this might pose a risk of
causing face loss for both the teacher and the student (Daymon & Norris, 2015). Students are
afraid of looking stupid when admitting that they do not understand while the teacher would
feel embarrassed if he/she cannot answer a question (Ark, 2013). Instead, keeping silent is a
preferred way of learning in the classroom.
As a „face culture‟ (T. Q. T. Nguyen, 2017), Vietnamese social norms, including educational
practices, rely heavily on the concept of face. Pham and Renshaw (2015) point out that
growing up with such Confucian teachings as „to be modest‟, „to be self-effacing‟, and „keep
one‟s head down‟ means that people find it unacceptable to brag or stand out. Students tend
to establish a harmonious relationship with their peers and try to avoid conflicts. Moreover,
they feel reluctant to participate in learning activities due to fear of face loss (Pham, 2010;
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Yates & Nguyen, 2012). These characteristics of Vietnamese students will be taken into
consideration when analysing classroom data of this study. Similarly, the idea of face is
significant as it may help explain the way participant teachers conduct themselves within
their classrooms and enact curriculum. Data from this study about this area may provide
further insights with respect to the ability of students to use English for real communication.
2.2.3.5 Concluding remarks
The Vietnamese culture of learning has, to a large extent, been shaped by Confucian practices.
Characteristics such as high respect for teachers, information transmitted by teachers enacting
their traditional roles as transmitter of knowledge, and rote learning being extensively utilised
are predominant. More significantly, the phenomenon of face greatly influences the
interactions between the teacher and students in class.
Within the context of this study, classroom observation of English learning and teaching
enables me to collect data on the extent to which such practices are used and the impact they
have on supporting students to become confident users of English who are able to engage in
multilingual and multicultural communication.
The following section will move the discussion from the Vietnamese culture of learning to
foreign language education and its history in Vietnam.

2.3 Foreign language education in Vietnam

This section presents an overview of foreign language education in recent history, from 1945
when Vietnam declared its independence. It is then followed by a discussion of how features
of the Vietnamese culture of learning are reflected through the Vietnamese approach to the
teaching and learning of English as a foreign language within the Vietnamese context.
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Foreign language preferences have always been intertwined with political orientations and
circumstances, and foreign policy imperatives within the Vietnamese social context. Below
are the key phases in the development of foreign language education in Vietnam.

2.3.1 Period of 1945-1954: Chinese and French

The success of the August Revolution in 1945 gave birth to the Vietnam Democratic
Republic. The Vietnamese language was declared the national official language. This was
seen as a significant achievement in the freedom struggle and for the first time the national
language was officially used for education. However, the country still experienced “a mixed
education system with French schools, Franco-Vietnamese schools and Confucian feudalist
schools and classes existing side by side” (Pham, 1991, p. 6). Given this situation, Chinese
and French were the two dominant foreign languages in addition to the national language
(Chu Quoc Ngu).

2.3.2 Period of 1954-1975: French and English versus Chinese and Russian

During this period, Vietnam was divided into two parts. The North followed Communism
and the South was supported by capitalist powers. There were different directions in language
education, depending on overseas political supporters and colonial influences. The North
received great support from the socialist systems, the former USSR and China. As a result,
Russian and Chinese were, therefore, widely taught and learned in the northern provinces.
The situation was completely different in the South. French still maintained a certain status as
key Saigon government positions were held by French-educated elites (Do, 1996). However,
the Saigon government was allied with the USA, and this resulted in thousands of Americans
being stationed in the South. This created a great demand for learning English for local
residents. English language was strongly promoted and became the predominant language
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used in this part of the country. English was used both inside and outside classrooms (Hoang,
2010). Ultimately, the learning of this foreign language spread throughout southern urban
areas and many locals became fluent users of English.

2.3.3 Period of 1975-1986: Russian becoming prevalent

The period after the Second Indochina War saw major changes in foreign language education
with Russian becoming the most significant language. The victory of the Vietnamese
Communist government in 1975 meant the lessening of commercial ties with the capitalist
world. It also meant a restriction on the teaching of French and English in the south.

According to Do (1996), Russian had been widely taught in the north before this period and
now continued to predominate. Students majoring in Russian always outnumbered the
combined enrolments of all other languages. Furthermore, Russian departments started to
open in some universities in the south with the first enrolment being in 1977 (Do, 1996). The
learning of this language spread even more rapidly with Russian aid supporting education.
Hundreds of Vietnamese teachers and students were sent to the Soviet Union to study the
Russian language. The Russian model of single discipline higher education institutions
became prevalent with a focus on mastering knowledge rather than applying knowledge in
practice (Nguyen, 2014). These characteristics are now still evident in many institutions,
especially for those in the north.

2.3.4 Period 1986 to now: The rapid expansion of English throughout the country

Experiencing a dramatic economic decline after the end of war in 1975, the Vietnamese
Communist Party decided to make a radical change in its political direction at the Sixth
National Congress, in December 1986 when the Doi moi (literally meaning a new change)
policy was launched. Under this so-called „open-door‟ policy, Vietnam undertook to
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liberalise the economy and extend relationships with any foreign countries, regardless of their
political stances. Before this period, the country limited its cooperation to other communist
nations. The whole system was based on the principles of bureaucratic centralism with
officials acting without consultation with the people (Brown, 2001). With the introduction of
Doi moi, the government abolished bureaucratic centralism as it had caused restricted
production capacities and a high inflation rate (World Press Review, 1988). The massive
economic change led to numerous changes in other sectors, including education. According
to the World Bank, the miracle Doi moi process has transformed Vietnam from one of the
world‟s poorest nations into a dynamic economy in the region (World Bank, 2018).
The Doi moi policy generated a great demand for English learning as there was a huge flow
of foreign investment into the country (Vu & Burns, 2014). English became an essential
means of communication between the locals and overseas stake-holders. Le (2007) calls the
rapid expansion of this language “the English language fever” (p.172). The 1990s witnessed
the mushrooming of English language centres where people rushed to after work and school
to attend evening classes. English was considered a key to access “knowledge about the
miracles of science and technology” (Denham, 1992, p. 64) and English proficiency was seen
as a vital requirement for well-paid jobs, especially in foreign joint ventures (Do, 1996; Le,
2007)
To date, Vietnam has been through over 30 years of liberalising economic relations with all
nations regardless of their political stances. Along with other „minor‟ foreign languages,
English is believed to have contributed significantly to the country‟s achievements in all
aspects. It has enjoyed a stable first place for the past few decades, with the majority of
students choosing to learn English at all school levels.
English language learning has also become a significant aspect of the curriculum within
higher education. In the next section, there is a discussion of reforms taking place in this
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sector. This provides further contextual information around policy implementation and
change management, and how these all can impact teaching and learning, and ultimately the
potential for the achievement of the Project 2020 goal.

2.4. Higher education reforms in Vietnam since Doi moi

Since the inception of Doi moi there have been significant changes within the Vietnamese
higher education sector under the influence of the open-door policy and decentralisation
approach. Below is a discussion of key aspects of the implementation of Doi moi in the HEI
sector that impact this study.

2.4.1 The initial stage after the introduction of Doi moi in 1986

The higher education sector in Vietnam comprises universities and academic institutes of
various types: public, private, people-founded, open institutions. Institutions participating in
this study are all public institutions as they are required to follow MOET‟s directions,
including the implementation of Project 2020. Institutions of other types have the freedom to
opt out.
In response to the economic reforms initiated through Doi moi, important changes in higher
education began in 1986. Decree No. 90/NĐ-TTg (Vietnam Prime Minister, 1993) created a
new structure for the whole national education system. This document was seen as “moving
away of [sic] the Soviet blueprint” (Le & Martin, 2017, p. 78). Some national and regional
multi-disciplinary universities were established by means of mergers. This model had not
ever been seen in Vietnam where there were only specialised institutions, a typical model of
the Soviet Union Bloc. Non-public institutions were also allowed to exist. In addition,
university graduates were no longer guaranteed employment. All these changes indicated a
process of decentralisation in the higher education sector.
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Since the launching of Doi moi, the higher education sector has accomplished a great deal.
For example, the size of the sector has increased dramatically. Statistics for the academic year
2016-2017 show that there are as many as 235 universities with a total of 1,767,879 students
and 72,792 teachers (V. Le, 2017). This suggests a student/teacher ratio somewhere in the
order of 24 to 1. However, it is difficult to determine if this is a realistic number or
institutions were making it up to meet requirements for their enrolment quota determined by
MOET.

2.4.2 Higher Education Reform Agenda (HERA)

Introduced in 2005, HERA (Socialist Republic of Vietnam, 2005) proposed 32 objectives
expected to create a fundamental and comprehensive transformation of the country‟s higher
education system by 2020. The system was designed to develop institutions that were,

better managed and better integrated, more flexible in providing opportunities for
course transfer, more equitable, more financially self-reliant, more research oriented,
more focused on the commercialization of research and training opportunities, more
attuned to international benchmarks of quality, and more open to international
engagement. (Hayden & Thiep, 2007, p. 12)

A significant aspect of HERA was its recommendation to give legal autonomy to higher
education institutions. It gives institutions “the right to decide and be responsible for training,
research, human resource management and budget planning” (Vietnam Prime Minister, 2005).
Before this period, institutions had very little power in deciding their own academic matters.
They were required to follow MOET or their line-ministry‟s2 directions. This is a radical
reform that may bring about many changes within HEIs. This study examines the extent to
2

A line ministry is a government ministry that acts as the owner or manager of its affiliated
organisations.
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which the case study institutions use the available authority in order to develop English
education policy, implement changes, design their own English curriculum and syllabuses.

This agenda, however, has been criticised for a lack of detailed explanation of how change is
to be implemented and objectives achieved. No related guidelines were attached to the
government‟s resolution. Hayden and Thiep (2007) comment that institutional autonomy has
been challenged due to a lack of effective governance infrastructure across the system. How
each of the case study sites manages its autonomy is a significant dimension of this study as
this impacts policy, processes and practices with respect to the achievement of the goal that is
the central focus of this study.
2.4.3 Vietnam‟s Law on Higher Education (2013)

For the first time Vietnam now has a law specifically dedicated for higher education. This
law (National Assembly of Vietnam, 2013b) aims to reform and regulate the higher education
sector in order to develop human resources needed for Vietnam‟s moving towards a
knowledge-based economy.
Among others, a significant aspect of this law is that it reinforces the need for founding a
governance board within each higher education institution. It encodes the autonomy of higher
education institutions, which was first mooted in the HERA. HEIs are allowed to manage
their academic affairs within the curriculum frameworks for each discipline set by MOET.
With respect to HEIs participating in the current study, this law lays an important legal
foundation for them to freely choose how to implement Project 2020 within their own context.
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2.5. Vietnam National Foreign Languages 2020 Project: In review and moving forward

2.5.1 Progress to date

The quality of English education in Vietnam is a significant concern for all stakeholders, both
at national and institutional level. Le (2013) has identified major problems related to English
curriculum, teacher quality, teaching methods, testing and assessment. Project 2020 was born
out of huge ambition (Bui et al., 2018) and expected to solve all problems facing English
language education nationally.

After over a decade implementing the project throughout the country, much work has been
undertaken, in schools and also in HEIs. No detailed data or statistics about expenditure are
publicly available but over half of the proposed fund (equivalent to 200 million US dollars)
had been spent on different project components by the year 2016. Data related to schools
available on Project 2020‟s website show that many curricula and syllabuses have been
designed, approved and implemented. Numerous training courses have been organised
throughout the country for school teachers to improve English language competency,
teaching methodology and ICT in education. A small number of teachers have been sent to
English speaking countries like the US, Australia or New Zealand.
For the tertiary education sector, training courses and workshops have been organised for
teachers of English and key leaders in various areas such as teaching methodology, testing
and assessment. However, data are not available about the success of these initiatives.
A further two components of Project 2020, particularly important with respect to this study,
are the Vietnamese 6-level Foreign Language Reference Framework (CEFR-V) and the
Vietnamese Standardised Test of English Proficiency (VSTEP). These documents have been
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accepted by Project 2020 and put into use for English education throughout the system. These
will be discussed in detail in the following sections.

2.5.2 CEFR-V

CEFR-V is recognised as the Vietnamese version of the Common European Framework of
Reference for Languages (CEFR). CEFR (Council of Europe, 2001) was initially developed
and specifically used in Europe as a guideline to describe achievements of learners of foreign
languages, but has now been increasingly adopted by many other countries in the world.
Nguyen and Hamid (2020) describe this act of borrowing as an example of “the longestablished tradition of borrowing foreign models for domestic purposes in Vietnam” (p.10).
Traditionally, the country tends to adopt values from neighbouring nations, but recently
Vietnam is more open to vastly dissimilar models or approaches. This study provides an
opportunity to examine the consequences of such borrowings from cultural contexts whose
values and culture of learning are dramatically different from those of Vietnam.
Circular 01/2014/TT-BGDĐT (MOET, 2014b) identifies the important purposes of the
CEFR-V, as follows:


To use as a consistent framework for competency requirements of all foreign
languages taught in the national education system



To serve as a reference for curriculum design, compilation or selection of textbooks,
development of teaching plans, decision of criterion in testing, assessment and
examinations in different education levels



To serve as a basis for teachers and to select and deploy teaching content and
methods, tests and assessment for learners to meet the requirements of the training
program
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To help learners understand the content and requirements for each level of foreign
language competency and can self-assess their own ability

This suggests that the CEFR-V document provides important guidelines for all stakeholders
involved in foreign language education in Vietnam. Within the framework that constitutes
CEFR-V, there are 3 stages which are further divided into 6 levels, but named differently
from the CEFR, as in Table 2.1.

Table 2. 1
CEFR-V and CEFR in comparison

CEFR-V
Elementary

Intermediate

Advanced

CEFR

Level 1

A1

Level 2

A2

Level 3

B1

Level 4

B2

Level 5

C1

Level 6

C2

Project 2020 recommends different exit levels of English competency for different
educational levels, as shown in Table 2.2. The level recommended for university students, for
whom English is compulsory, but not their major area of study (the focus of this study), is
Level 3.
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Table 2. 2
Recommended English proficiency for different education levels

Level 6
Level 5
Level 4
Level 3
Level 2

The Project 2020 goal aims at developing students‟ real communication. Analysing the
description of each level and detailed descriptors for each skill indicates that there is some
attention to spoken and written communication. Following are the descriptors for the skill
interactive speaking:


Able to use simple language to deal with most situations while travelling

PhD graduates

Master graduates

English major university graduates

Non-English major university graduates

English major college graduates

Non-English major college graduates

Vocational school graduates

Upper secondary school graduates (Year 12)

Lower secondary school graduates (Year 9)

Primary school graduates Year 5)

Levels of education

Level 1
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Able to start a conversation on familiar topics without preparing, give personal
opinions and exchange information on familiar daily life topics



Able to communicate with some confidence on familiar and topics that are unfamiliar,
not related to their expertise or of interest.



Able to express opinions on topics related to culture, movies or music

The Project 2020 goal also requires the ability to operate multiculturally. In order to do this,
there needs to be significant attention to „culture‟ within both curriculum documentation and
classroom practice. Analysing the descriptors suggests that cultural aspects of language use
are also given some consideration although it appears there is a focus on politeness. Some
examples are:

Level 1

… ble to use polite phr ses to express simple functions such s greeting,
introductions, s ying ‗ple se‘, thanking and apologizing.

Level 2

… ble to communic te ppropri tely in different roles, in the f mily, in
class and at work

The curriculum, as presented in the Framework, suggests a somewhat limited capacity to
underpin a pedagogy able to achieve the ambitious Project 2020 goal. How the
implementation, and the use of the Framework contributes to the achievement of the goal is a
significant aspect of this study3.

2.5.3 VSTEP

The Vietnamese Standardised Test of English Proficiency, abbreviated as VSTEP, is a test
measuring English competency Levels 3 to 5, according to the 6-level Foreign Language
3

The Companion Volume for CEFR which includes new descriptors was published in 2020. However,
this document was not extant at the time of data collection for this study and is therefore not
incorporated within the study.
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Reference Framework (CEFR-V) used for Vietnam (MOET, 2015). The test formats were
designed by the University of Languages and International Studies, Vietnam National
University, Hanoi and introduced to international experts on March 20, 2015 in The
Language Testing Research Colloquium, in Toronto, Canada. Whilst they were presented at
an international colloquium, this is not evidence of the tests being peered reviewed.

VSTEP is intended for all post high school test-takers throughout the Vietnamese national
education system. This test is applied in all foreign language institutions and programs. Even
language teachers are encouraged to sit this test because it is cheaper and easier to access than
international tests, such as IELTS or TOEFL. It is the test designers‟ ambition to make it
recognised internationally (Le et al., 2017).

The test has four sections (see Table 2.3), assessing four traditional language skills, listening,
writing, reading, and speaking (ULIS, 2015). An examination of the VSTEP task types and
aims indicates that this test only focuses on general English language proficiency. The
predominance of multichoice answers for task completion suggests significant limitations
with respect to candidates being able to demonstrate language use. There is no attention at all
to cultural elements and communication in multicultural and multilingual contexts.

Apart from the test format, which is available on the VSTEP website, nothing is publicly
available about how the test items are created. It is described as “a blend of different test
materials including TOEFL, IELTS, and Cambridge Preliminary English Tests (PET) and
First Certificate of English ” (V. C. Le, 2017).
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Table 2. 3
VSTEP description
Listening

Reading

Writing

Speaking

Time

40 minutes

60 minutes

60 minutes

12 minutes

No of
Quest
ions

3 tasks

4 tasks

2 tasks

3 tasks

Task
types

Test-takers listen
to short
exchanges,
instructions/
announcements,
conversations and
longer talks and
then answer the
multiple-choice
question

Task 1:

Task 1: Social
interaction

35 multiple choice 40 multiple
questions
choice questions
Test-takers read 4
texts on various
topics relevant to
level 3/B1 – level
5/C1, approx.
total of 1,9002,050 words, then
answer the
multiple-choice
questions

Time limit: 20
minutes
Length: 120 words
at least

Test-takers answer 36 questions on 2
different topics

Weighing: 10/30
points
Test takers write
a(n) letter/email in
response to a given
letter/email
Task 2:
Time limit: 40
minutes
Length: 250 words
at least
Weighing: 20/30
points
Test-takers write
an essay on a given
topic, using his/her
own experience
and knowledge to
support his/her
arguments

Task 2: Solution
discussion
Test-takers are given
a situation and 3
proposed solutions
and are required to
give opinions about
the best solution and
counterarguments for
the others
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Listening

Reading

Writing

Speaking
Task 3: Topic
development
Test-takers develop
ideas for a given
topic. They may use
the suggestions in the
form of a mind-map
and/or their own
ideas. This task is
followed up by the
examiner asking
some further
questions

Aims

To test different
listening subskills from level
3/B1 to level
5/C1: listening for
specific
information, main
ideas, opinions,
purpose,
inferences

To test different
reading sub-skills
from level 3/B1 to
level 5/C1:
reading for
specific
information, main
ideas, opinions,
purpose,
inferences,
meaning of words

To test written
interaction skills
and written
production skills

To test various
speaking skills:
interaction,
discussion and
presenting a topic to
an audience

Note. Information from this table is adapted from the official website of VSTEP, last updated
December, 2020 (http://vstep.vnu.edu.vn/test-format)

An analysis of the sample test in the VSTEP handbook suggests that test questions and texts
are culturally neutral. Although VSTEP claims itself to be a specifically designed assessment
tool, „home-made‟ (Nguyen, 2020) for languages education in Vietnam, it does not have
much bearing on the achievement of the Project 2020 goal.
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2.5.4 Project 2020 so far

A report provided by the Vietnam State Authority shows that in the period 2015-2016 the
project did not thoroughly conduct a survey or collect data on the actual practice of foreign
language teaching and learning (Kim, 2018). There was no information about the quantity
and quality of teachers and students as well as the current situation of teaching resources. It
was concluded in this report that Project 2020‟s goal and targets are too ambitious and overoptimistic (Kim, 2018). There have not been appropriate solutions or procedures in the course
of implementation.
English is always the subject with the lowest score in the national high school graduation
examination in recent years. In 2020, 63.13% of the exam takers got below the average mark
(5/10) for English and the average score was 4.58/10, the lowest compared to the other eight
subjects. Students‟ English competence still causes great concern among English language
educators.
Although many components of the Project have been completed or are in progress, Minister
of Education and Training, Phung Xuan Nha, admitted in a parliamentary questioning session
in November 2016 that Project 2020 had failed to meet the targets set initially (Vietnam
Breaking News, 2016). In response to this situation, the government decided to expand the
Project to 2025 (Vietnam Prime Minister, 2017). Accordingly, the Ministry of Education and
Training has adjusted the existing tasks and added more components for the time expansion
(MOET, 2017).
With the extension of the timeline, it is my hope that my own study will be useful in
informing the continuing implementation of Project 2020 in HEI contexts.
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2.6. Conclusion

The current research study, which examines the implementation of the Project 2020 goal of
enabling students to independently and confidently communicate in a multilingual and
multicultural environment, has been situated within its social, political and educational
context. So far, this chapter has identified the significance of Vietnamese traditional values
and the Vietnamese culture of learning, which are important considerations with respect to
both the implementation of the project in the case study sites and the practices used in the
learning and teaching of English. These will be a significant focus within the research study.

Under the new law and reform agenda, Vietnamese HEIs are being given more freedom and
flexibility. Also, clearer and more detailed legal documents have been adopted to create
favourable conditions and resources for the sector to develop. Examining these documents
gives a better understanding of the conditions in which key stakeholders being investigated in
this study are operating.

The contemporary Vietnamese culture of learning can be said to be strongly reflective of
Confucianism but that it is enacted within a socialist framework. New approaches that
promote independent and active learning have been adopted, especially in EFL classrooms.

The Vietnam National Foreign Language Project 2020 was born to respond to the demand of
raising the ability of Vietnamese citizens to use foreign languages for work and study
purposes in an integrated world. The goal indicates that intercultural interactions have
become a focal point in the English language education policy of Vietnam. However, two
important project components, CEFR-V and VSTEP, do not demonstrate strong support for
the implementation of the Project 2020 goal.

39
In summary, aspects such as the influence of Confucian learning culture, the government‟s
directions on higher education development, and Project 2020 activities are all significant in
terms of providing both a wide and specific context for this study. The information contained
in this chapter will be a point of reference in the data analysis process.
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CHAPTER 3 LITERATURE REVIEW

3.1 Introduction

This review of literature explores research which informs my study on the implementation of
the Vietnam National Foreign Language 2020 Project in higher education institutions. There
are three main areas of research which inform this study, and which form the focus of the
literature review. First, various interpretations of language and culture and their interrelationship in language teaching are examined. This body of knowledge is significant for not
only language teachers, but all those associated with curriculum design and implementation.
The way language is understood and conceptualised in relation to culture greatly affects how
language is taught. Specifically, this area of literature is closely related to this study, which
emphasises developing the ability to engage in multilingual communication within
multicultural contexts. Second, the literature on interpretations of curriculum and the
different types of linguistic syllabuses is reviewed. This body of literature examines key
concepts and understandings associated with curriculum design and with second language
acquisition and second language teaching. Specifically, emphasis will be given to three types
of syllabuses and their relevance to instructed language learning. Finally, literature regarding
change management is discussed, as the policy under investigation in this research is
considered to be making a dramatic change to policy and practice in the teaching and learning
of English in Vietnam. The ultimate goal of every change is to bring about improvement. It is,
therefore, necessary to review literature associated with organisational change, curriculum
change, and change management in order to build an understanding of factors, conditions and
practices that can support or hinder large scale systemic change.

The literature included in this review comprises published works by scholars and researchers
in the field of linguistics, education and change management, as well as materials from
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academic and professional websites. The literature reviewed is both contemporary, primarily
from recent decades, and inclusive of seminal works.

3.2 Language and culture: Hand in glove

Language and culture are said to have an interwoven and complex relationship (Byram, 2008;
Kramsch, 1998). In this section, there will be an exploration of contemporary understandings
of language and culture with a focus on their interrelationship. Understandings of what
language and culture are is contested and this is evident within the literature. Such
contestation becomes even more significant when language and culture are brought together
and viewed through the research goal of investigating the ability for students to engage in
multilingual communication in multicultural contexts – the focus of this research.

3.2.1 Language

3.2.1.1 What is language?
It is commonly acknowledged that no other species has such a complicated communication
system as human language. Nunan (2012, p. 5) describes language as the “phenomenon that
defines us as humans” while Liddicoat and Scarino (2013) label language as “a complex and
multifaceted phenomenon” (p.11). Discussing its purposes, Gee (2011) states that language is
used to give and get information. He further explains in his later work that language can be
used positively or negatively for different purposes,

People use language for lots of different things. They use it to communicate,
cooperate, and to help others. They use it to build things like marriages, reputations,
and institutions. They also use it to lie, advantage themselves, harm people, and
destroy things like marriages, reputations, and institutions. (Gee, 2014, p. 2)

42
It is in this book that Gee articulates the concept of language as “saying, doing, and being”
(Gee, 2014, p. 2). This idea is also indicated in his previous work that says “language also
allows us to do things and to be things” (Gee, 2011, p. 2). This reflects the complexity of
language as the same words may be interpreted differently, depending on what „action‟
(doing) is performed and which „identity‟ (being) the speaker is trying to create. The act of
„saying‟ needs to be analysed in relation to „doing‟ and „being” in order for the message to be
thoroughly understood. My research will take a close look at the English language classroom
to see the extent to which „action‟ and „identity‟ are given attention in addition to the
introduction of linguistic knowledge, such as grammar, vocabulary and pronunciation.

3.2.1.2 Understanding language
A review of the literature reveals that language can be understood in different ways.
Traditionally language has been understood as a code. More recent interpretations, however,
see language being understood as social practice. These very different understandings are
explored below.

3.2.1.2.1 Language as code

Traditionally, language has been perceived as code. In this view, language is seen as fixed
and finite, made up of words and rules that link words together (Scarino & Liddicoat, 2009).
This approach “derives from the scientific tradition that holds that there is a „real‟ world „out
there‟ that can be understood and described objectively in language” (Wright, 2015, p. 114).
This „scientific‟ view originated from the structural linguistics approach proposed by Swiss
linguist Ferdinand de Saussure in the early nineteenth century. Liddicoat and Scarino (2013)
use an alternative phrase, “language as a structural system”. They explain this view of
language as “a set of agreed meanings assembled according to a set of rules” (Liddicoat &
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Scarino, 2013, p. 12). This suggests that forms and structures are the essential parts making
up language.

The view of language as code is reflected in teaching methodologies such as the GrammarTranslation approach. This approach sees grammar and vocabulary as essential components
of language. It also involves a significant focus on the instruction of grammatical and lexical
forms (Ur, 2013). The Audiolingual Method, which gained prominence in the 1960s, also
sees language “primarily as structural „patterns‟ best learnt through imitation and drill” (Ur,
2013, p. 468). Although the Grammar-Translation Method and Audiolingual Method have
different skill areas as a focus (on reading-writing and listening-speaking respectively), they
both treat language essentially as a system of rules and forms.

The understanding of language as code or as a structural system, which is largely associated
with psycholinguistic perspectives, is increasingly criticised to be a narrow view as it “does
not explore the complexities involved in using language for communication” (Scarino &
Liddicoat, 2009, p. 16). Language teaching approaches that focus on teaching „codes‟, such
as Grammar-Translation or Audiolingual Method, fail to enable learners to use the target
language effectively for communicative purposes.

Recent research (Hoang, 2010; T. N. Nguyen, 2017; Trinh & Mai, 2018) indicates that this
traditional view is still prevalent in Vietnam, the context in which this research study is
undertaken. However, the present national policy of language teaching and learning within
Project 2020 is based on a broader approach, aiming at developing students‟ ability to
communicate confidently and independently in English. A significant focus of this research
study will be to investigate the extent to which the understanding of language as code
continues to drive English learning and teaching in Vietnam, in spite of the Project 2020 goal.
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3.2.1.2.2 Language as social practice

Over the last few decades, there has been a strong shift in the literature towards
understanding and acknowledging the social dimensions of language. This has resulted in
viewing language as social practice. According to Shohamy (2006), language is “open,
dynamic, energetic, constantly evolving” (p.5). In a further explanation, language is described
as “something people do in their daily lives and something they use to express, create and
interpret meanings and to establish and maintain social and interpersonal relationships”
(Scarino & Liddicoat, 2009, p. 16). From a sociocultural perspective, Lantolf (2011), when
discussing second language acquisition, argues that language learning, like all learning, is
socially constructed and meditated through social interaction. That is to say, language
changes with no fixed boundaries and is a social practice of meaning-making in context.
Understanding language as social practice, as evidenced in the interpretations presented
above, is very different from understanding language as code. In turn, these different
understandings have enormous ramifications for the learning and teaching of language. As
such, how the English language is understood within Vietnam, and particularly at the case
study sites, is critical within the context of this study.

An interesting interpretation of understanding language as social practice, and one that has
had a significant impact on the linguistic field is Gee‟s (2011) concept of big D Discourse.
Traditionally, the process of discourse analysis (analysing language at higher than the
sentence level) looks at the verbal interactions and sequences of utterances between speakers
and listeners, „language-in-use‟ or the „little-d discourse‟ (Gee, 2011). However, Gee adds a
further meaning through the notion of „Big-D Discourse‟, or also known as „language plus
other stuff‟. He states that,
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making visible and recognisable who we are and what we are doing always involves a
great deal more than “just language”… These all involve acting-interacting-thinkingvaluing-talking (sometimes writing-reading) in the “appropriate way” with the
“appropriate” props at the “appropriate” times in the “appropriate” places. (Gee, 2011,
p. 34)

In this statement, Gee has encapsulated the view of language as social practice in a more
comprehensive way. Big D Discourse is composed of “language plus other stuff” (Gee, 2011,
p. 34). This interpretation provides a powerful tool to investigate discourse and social
practice, which takes into account the interrelationship of language, language learning, social
identity and contexts (Knobel, 1999). This theory of Discourse has significant implications
for both language learners and teachers. According to MacKay (2003), learners are required
to be familiar with the various discourses that are associated with multiple Discourses, within
which they are likely to participate. Accordingly, teachers should provide learners with
exposure to, and opportunities to practice and use Big D Discourses. Within this study
classroom observation, scaffolded through the idea of Discourses, will enable evidence to be
collected with respect to how teachers understand, use and teach the English language.

Understanding language as social practice, for language teachers, means an expansion of how
to view language. Accordingly, the goal of language teaching will be far more than just
addressing linguistic knowledge such as the grammar, vocabulary and pronunciation.
Language teachers have to add the social dimensions of the target language to the instruction
of forms and structures. Both dimensions (code and social practice) of the target language
need to be attended to so that learners are better prepared for real life use of the language. In
my study, it will be important to see the extent to which this is evident.

46
3.2.1.2.3 Multilingual turn

Discussion and theorisation of language as social practice is further extended through what
has become known in more recent years as the multilingual turn. Within this view of
language, the norm of the monolingual native speaker is no longer considered to be
satisfactory for the present situation in which most people are learning and functioning in
more than one language (Cook & Wei, 2016; Newton, 2016; Ortega, 2013). Ellis (2019)
admits that cognitivists cannot reject the complexification of looking at the social world of
language. As such, the term „multilingual turn‟ has been born out of, and has come to reflect
and acknowledge contemporary linguistic superdiversity.

The multilingual turn has gained considerable attention from scholars. The literature shows
that there is a change of focus in terms of what language is and how language is acquired,
learnt and used. Viewing language as social practice has been extended to be multilingual
social practice. The phrase „multilingual turn‟ is recognisably used in the title of two
significant volumes in the field, one by May (2013a) and the other by Conteh and Meier
(2014). Findings of a thematic analysis of these two books by Meier (2017, p. 131) indicate
that language learners are recognised to be “diverse multilingual and social practitioners” and
language learning is viewed as “multilingual social practice based on theoretical pluralism”.
Interestingly, language is conceived of “as a resource for learning and as associated with
status and power”.

Within the context of Vietnam, multilingualism particularly can be seen as a substantial
“economic resource” (Lo Bianco, 2017, p. 44). Many government documents describe
foreign language education as the key to empowering the country in the international arena
(Dang et al., 2013; Nguyen & Nguyen, 2019). Also, it is in the Approval Decision of Project
2020. This document overtly states the objective of turning foreign languages ability into an
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advantage for the Vietnamese people to serve the country‟s industrialization and
modernization (Vietnam Prime Minister, 2008). This study will investigate the extent to
which the teaching of English at the higher education research sites is reflective of the
policy‟s ambition to make English a language of „power and status‟. In other words, by
looking at the language teaching approach, it can be determined whether students are
equipped with skills and knowledge to operate in a globalised world where multilingualism
and multicultural communication is often the norm.
“Translanguaging” (García & Wei, 2014) is now a way of describing language use in the
interconnected global community. Conteh (2018) asserts that “the focus moves from how
many languages an individual may have at their disposal to how they use all their language
resources to achieve their purpose” (p.445). This means all linguistic repertoires need to be
evoked in order to function well in a given multilingual communicative situation.
Translanguaging tends to recognize the pure individuality in the way people combine their
languages (Ellis, 2019). This necessitates a shift in language teaching methodology further
away from understanding language as a cognitive process towards there being much greater
emphasis on language use as social practice and „multidimensional‟ in how it is enacted in
any given situation. To date, however, there has been very little research on the implications
of the „multilingual turn‟ for the teaching and learning of second or subsequent languages.
This study will potentially be able to provide some insights from the Vietnamese context.

3.2.1.2.4 Drawing this discussion together
This section has focused predominantly on two ways of understanding language – language
as code and language as social practice. The former view stresses the importance of teaching
forms and structures while the latter view acknowledges the social dimensions of the target
language. As emphasized in the Western Australian Curriculum Framework, culture is
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embedded in language and language is a vehicle for understanding culture (Curriculum
Council, 1998). As such, language cannot be learnt independently from culture, nor can
culture be learnt independently from language.

However, the two above perspectives have now been extended through conceptions such as
the „multilingual turn‟. The idea of the „multilingual turn‟ fits very well with the goal of
Project 2020 that requires that students be prepared for engagement in multilingual and
multicultural communication. Multilingualism can be construed “as a resource and
preparation for the world, applied to any aspects of engagement with the world, intellectual,
recreational, spiritual, diplomatic or commercial” (Lo Bianco, 2017, p. 43). Although there is
a large body of literature developing around the „multilingual turn‟ and its significance in our
inter-global connected world, limited empirical research has been conducted with respect to
implications for language learning and language classroom contexts. My study examines how
the „state-of-the-art‟ policy of Project 2020 is enacted in the actual classroom and it listens to
the voices of those involved at implementation level.

3.2.2 Culture

3.2.2.1 The confusion that is culture
Regarding its complexity, Lo Bianco and Crozet (2003, p. 17) comment that “culture is a
complex and elusive concept. We think we know exactly what the term culture means until
we start talking to others about it and come across the wide number of meanings of the term.”
A great deal of confusion with respect to „culture‟ is reflected in the multitude of definitions
of the term.
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3.2.2.1.1 Culture defined

Depending on what field or discipline researchers come from (for example business or
anthropology), different emphases and aspects are included in definitions of culture. Risager
(2006) acknowledges that there are hundreds of definitions of culture and asserts that “there
has been more or less a consensus that it is not possible to lay down an „authorised‟ definition
of culture” (p.42).

A different approach to thinking about culture has, however, been provided by Nguyen
(2013), who draws on the work of Baldwin et al. (2006). In their book Redefining culture:
Perspectives across the disciplines, Baldwin et al identify over 300 definitions of culture
from a wide array of disciplines. In order to provide a different way of viewing culture (other
than being associated with a discipline), Nguyen (2013) has developed seven common
themes to categorise and analyse contemporary definitions of culture. These are presented
below:


Structure or pattern: Definitions seeing culture as a system, a framework of elements
(i.e., behaviours, traditions, beliefs, norms and values), as observable of regularities
(i.e., way of life, language and speech and social organisation). There is a focus on
what culture is.



Function: Referring to culture as a tool to achieve an end, definitions in this group
link with what culture does.



Process: This theme derives from those definitions that describe how culture is
socially constructed and transmitted from generation to generation.



Product: Culture is seen as artefacts such as folklore, clothing or paintings – products
of meaningful activities of a certain group.
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Refinement: This theme is present in definitions focusing on the moral and
intellectual refinement of humans, distinguishing us from other species.



Power or ideology: Definitions of this group target the process of gaining and exerting
dominance of one group over another.



Group membership: Culture is perceived as a group of people or a place (i.e. a
country) that share a worldview, communication system or a behaviour.

Whilst such a categorisation may be useful for the analysis and investigation of culture, it
further adds to the complexity associated with the notion of what culture is, and beyond this,
to the intentions associated with the application of the term „multicultural‟. This is a very
significant consideration within this research study and will form an important focus in
examining, not only policy, but also the beliefs and practices of study participants.

Interestingly, few scholars specifically include language within their definitions of culture.
Kramsch, however, is among the few who have done so. She describes culture as
“membership in a discourse community that shares a common social space and history, and
common system of standards for perceiving, believing, evaluating, and acting” (Kramsch,
1998, p. 127). By acknowledging „the shared discourse community‟ in the definition of
culture, language is seen as an indispensable part of what makes up culture.

3.2.2.1.2 How culture is viewed

The complexity of culture goes beyond how culture is themed and analysed, and is also
shown in the various ways culture is viewed. According to Scarino and Liddicoat (2009),
culture is often viewed as a static and learnable “body of knowledge” (p.19). However,
viewing culture as an unchanged phenomenon is criticised by many scholars. For example,
Sarup (1996) argues that “culture is not something fixed and frozen … but a process of
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constant struggle as cultures interact with each other and are affected by economic, political
and social factors” (p.140). This is also supported by Scarino and Liddicoat (2009) who state
that culture can be more broadly understood as “a framework in which people live their lives
and communicate shared meanings with each other” (p.19). In this argument, culture is seen
as an active phenomenon, reflecting complex human interactions.

Another interesting way of viewing culture is through the use of metaphors. For example,
Weaver (1993) introduces the model of a floating iceberg to describe the many layers of
culture (see Figure 3.1) with the tip visible above the water and most of its mass submerged
under the water. Another popular metaphor is the „onion‟ initiated by Hofstede et al. (2005).
This suggests that culture is made up by three surrounding layers of symbols, heroes and
rituals, and the stable core of values (see Figure 3.2)

Figure 3. 1
An iceberg of culture

Note. Adapted from ―Underst nding nd Coping with Cross-cultural Adjustment Stress, by
Gary Weaver, 1993. In R.M. Paige (Ed). Cross-cultural orientation. New conceptualizations
and applications.
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Figure 3. 2
The ‗onion‘ m nifest tions of culture

Note. Adapted from ―Culture nd Org niz tions: Softw re of the Mind‖ by Geert Hofstede
and Gert Jan Hofstede, 2005.
Yet another way of looking at culture is as high culture and low culture. As stated in
Williams (1974) high culture denotes “the best that has been written, created or thought in the
world” (p.1) and has “no real social structure” (p.2) . As such, high culture is interpreted as a
body of work from many different societies and many different periods of history. High
culture is commonly referred to as classic works of art, music and literature that are
frequently taught and studied. This is, in many contexts, contrasted with „low culture‟, also
known as popular culture. Gans (1999, p. 108) further explains that “low culture emphasizes
morality but limits itself to familial and individual problems and [the] values, which apply to
such problems”. This cultural subset refers to ideas, perspectives, attitudes and other
phenomena of the masses of a given culture.

All these different ways of viewing culture add more complexity to understanding the term,
thus causing confusion with respect to what culture is. In addition to the approaches
described above, there have also been attempts to identify specific characteristics of culture.
Harris and Moran (1997) summarize ten categories as listed below:
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Sense of Self and Space



Communication and Language



Dress and Appearance



Food and Feeding Habits



Time and Time Consciousness



Relationships



Values and Norms



Beliefs and Attitudes



Mental Processes and Learning



Work Habits and Practices

These ten categories can be used to understand a given culture. For this study, these
categories may provide a framework to assist in the development of teaching approaches able
to be integrated into pedagogy to support multicultural communication. This is potentially an
important outcome of this study.

The discussion above illustrates that not only are there a multitude of definitions of culture,
but there are also many different ways of even thinking about culture. The complexity, and
lack of congruent thinking with respect to culture, is a significant complicating factor when it
comes to the interpretation of terms used in Project 2020 policy documents. If „culture‟ is
hard to define, how can „the multicultural‟, which is a main focus of this study, be interpreted?
This is a significant question that will be explored through the analysis of data from this study.
In particular, how „culture‟ is conceptualised by language teachers and academic leaders at
the case study sites will be examined. Also, the importance of „culture‟, with respect to this
study‟s outcomes, must be considered in terms of developing a common understanding for all
those involved in the achievement of the Project 2020 goal.
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3.2.2.2 Approaches to teaching culture in language classrooms
The fuzziness in defining and understanding culture and its relationship to language has
resulted in a number of approaches being used to teach culture.
3.2.2.2.1 The ‗F word ppro ch‘
This approach familiarizes learners with the target language speaking community through “a
narrow and repetitive concentration on topics such as the „F words‟ – food, festivals, folktales
and the family” (Norris, 2020, p. 90). In the language classroom, there is a focus on “teaching
information about another country, its people, its institutions, and so on” (Scarino &
Liddicoat, 2009, p. 19). There is often a tendency to reinforce traditional cultural stereotypes.
For example, Italy is associated with spaghetti and Rome while Japan is linked with sushi,
kimono and Mt Fuji. This approach results in a very stereotypical representation of what
culture is, and importantly, separates it from language.

3.2.2.2.2 Culture by osmosis
This way of „learning culture‟ is often associated with teachers who are background / native
speaker teachers of the target language. This approach sees little direct attention to „culture‟
with the assumption being that culture will be learnt through teacher modelling and incidental
asides. This approach is based on the assumption that the culture will automatically be there
with the language spoken by a native speaker (Cheung & Braine, 2007; Holliday, 2008). This
assumption has led, in many foreign language learning contexts, to a preference for native
speaker teachers. This is strongly contested in contemporary research associated with the
multilingual turn (Conteh & Meier, 2014; Gao, 2019; May, 2013b).
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3.2.2.2.3 Cultural studies approach
In this approach „culture‟ is seen as a body of knowledge about the target country/culture
(Byram, 1988). In classrooms this is often reflected through a focus on „bits and pieces‟ of
culture (often emphasising differences) and through products such as projects (eg about
islands, mask making etc). This approach is particularly prevalent in lower secondary school
contexts and usually sees „culture‟ being taught through the medium of English rather than
that of the target language.

3.2.2.2.4 Intercultural language learning (ILL)
ILL emerged out of Michael Byram‟s seminal work on Teaching and Assessing Intercultural
Communicative Competence (1997; revisited and revised 2020). Byram‟s articulation of five
„s voirs‘ (a French word for knowing) of intercultural competence has laid the foundation for
what has become ILL, a contemporary approach to addressing „culture‟ within the second /
foreign language classroom. These five savoirs are:


Savoir être: attitudes of willingness to revitalize the self and valuing the other



Savoirs: knowledge of self and other, of individual and societal interaction and
processes



Savour comprendre: ability to interpret a document or event from another culture and
explain or relate it to own culture



Savour apprendre/faire: ability to acquire new cultural knowledge and operate in
real-time communication



S vour s‘eng ger ability to critically evaluate own and other cultural perspectives,
practices and products
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ILL reflects the dynamic view in which language, culture and learning are fundamentally
interrelated concepts. Liddicoat et al. (2003) explain that,

Intercultural language learning involves developing with learners an understanding of
their own language(s) and culture(s) in relation to an additional language and culture.
It is a dialogue that allows for reaching a common ground for negotiation to take
place, and where variable points of view are recognised, mediated, and accepted.
(p.46)

This approach enables learners to position themselves so that they can view and critique their
own language and culture in relation to a different language and culture. Kramsch (1993)
uses the idea of „third place‟ to capture the interculturality process. A „third place‟ is referred
to as “a comfortable unbounded and dynamic space which intercultural communicators create
as they interact with each other and in their attempt to bridge the gap between cultural
differences" (Crozet & Liddicoat, 2000, p. 1). This is also known as the process of
„decentralizing‟ from one‟s own cultural assumptions and developing an intercultural identity
(Scarino & Liddicoat, 2009).

Kubota (2016), however, gives a slightly different perspective in terms of what intercultural
learning means. She argues that because learning English as a global language does not
necessarily lead to constructive interaction among people, it is important to develop “positive
dispositions for intercultural communication” (p.468). She clarifies dispositional aspects as
“attitudinal dimensions of human communication for fostering the competence necessary to
engage in constructive communication and mutual understanding across national borders”
(Kubota, 2016, p. 468). Noticeably, she talks about two types of dispositions, “foundational
dispositions” and “communicative dispositions” (p.476). Foundational dispositions are
referred to as being interested in the culture of Self and Other, building trusted relationships,
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and having non-prejudiced attitudes, as well as knowledge of culture, history and politics. On
the other hand, communicative dispositions include the willingness and persistent efforts to
communicate across all kinds of difference and mutual accommodation and to understand
each other. These two types of dispositions can provide a useful guideline for developing
intercultural competence in the EFL classroom.

3.2.3 What does all this mean for my research?

The discussion in Section 3.2 has indicated that there is a myriad of ways to define and view
language and culture, the key concepts associated with this research. Within the literature in
recent decades there has been an increased emphasis on language and culture being
understood as inextricably bound. The literature associated with language teaching and
learning has also seen this shift being reflected in languages pedagogy.

In reviewing the literature that theorises and critiques nature, roles and approaches to the
teaching and learning of languages it is increasingly apparent that ILL is being advocated as
the most appropriate way to develop learners‟ ability to negotiate meanings across languages
and cultures.

Crozet and Liddicoat (2000) stress that "moving towards an intercultural approach in
language teaching fulfils one of the higher potentials of education - to expand the learners'
horizons and to prepare them to participate in a multilingual and multicultural world" (p.19).
This idea fits very well with the goal of Project 2020, preparing Vietnamese students for
multilingual and multicultural communication. This study will examine whether the ILL
approach, as well as the “inextricable link” (Crozet & Liddicoat, 2000, p. 18) between
language and culture, is enacted in the Vietnamese tertiary classrooms.
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3.3 Curriculum and linguistic syllabuses

The present research investigates teaching English as a foreign language within a process of
curriculum reform in the Vietnamese context. It is, therefore, relevant to review the literature
of language curriculum as “if a reform doesn‟t become part of the school curriculum …, then
the reform has little chance of success” (Horn, 2002, p.197). In the following section I will
review research about curriculum in both Western and Vietnamese literature. There will be a
focus on linguistic syllabuses in relation to second language (L2) acquisition and implications
for teaching.

3.3.1 What is curriculum?
The word „curriculum‟ is derived from the Latin verb „to run‟. Its use in academic literature,
and the professional literature of Education, however, is characterised by a wide variety of
definitions. Some view it as „a plan‟. For example, Horn (2002) defines it as “the written
action plan that the teacher uses as the basis of their lesson” (p.198), dealing with the content
sequence, teaching method and assessment techniques. Others describe curriculum as process.
Hall and Hewings (2001), for example, consider it as a set of processes of planning what is to
be taught/learned, implemented and evaluated. Yet others use the term to refer to „the
experiences‟ directed by the school that students have both inside and outside the classroom
(Oliva, 1988). The various interpretations of curriculum are a reflection of different
approaches researchers follow. Smith (2000) has identified four approaches to understanding
curriculum: as syllabus, as product, as process and as praxis.

Curriculum as syllabus
Syllabus means “a concise statement or table of the heads of a discourse, the contents of a
treatise, or subjects of a series of lectures” (Smith, 2000). If a curriculum is understood in this
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narrow sense, it refers to “a body of knowledge-content and/or subjects” to be transferred.
Followers of this approach are likely to restrict their planning to content or a body of
knowledge that they want to teach students. This understanding of curriculum as syllabus is
similar to the academic or discipline-based approach in which knowledge is viewed as
content related to particular subjects or discipline.

Curriculum as product

This approach is characterized by the inclusion of intended learning outcomes, specified
objectives, and objectives-based evaluation. Many advocates of this approach associate
curriculum development with identification of experiences that learners need and make them
the contents or core elements of the curriculum (Taba,1962; Beauchamp,1981). Similarly,
Reys et al. (2003) refer to curriculum as a set of learning goals articulated across grades. In
general, curriculum as product puts strong emphasis on setting behavioural objectives.

Curriculum as process

A supporter of this view, Stenhouse (1975) defines curriculum as "an attempt to
communicate the essential principles and features of an educational proposal in such a form
that it is open to critical scrutiny and capable of effective translation into practice" (p.
142). In this sense curriculum is the interaction of teachers, students and knowledge.
Therefore, a curriculum should be grounded in practice, adapted to students' needs according
to what happens in practice and the attempt to communicate should take place in classrooms,
during the delivery of what is planned (Stenhouse, 1975). He proposes three minimum
criteria for a curriculum: a basis for planning a course, studying it empirically and
considering the grounds of its justification.
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Curriculum as praxis (meaning curriculum in practice)

In this approach the curriculum develops through the dynamic interaction of action and
reflection. “That is, the curriculum is not simply a set of plans to be implemented, but rather
is constituted through an active process in which planning, acting and evaluating are all
reciprocally related and integrated into the process” (Grundy, 1987, p.115). Hence, as praxis,
the curriculum focuses on the interaction between students, the text, and the teacher in order
to develop students' critical consciousness about what they want to learn, how to learn, and
how to assess their own learning. Accordingly, knowledge is believed to be constructed
through interaction, discussion and reflection in the classroom (Grundy, 1987; Freire,1998).

The four main approaches to understanding curriculum have been restated according to
Smith‟s synthesis. This body of literature is crucial for this research as different
conceptualizations of curriculum will impact the way teachers consider, think and talk about
teaching and learning. This in turn influences how teachers plan the learning experiences
made available to students (Fry et al., 2008). For a more comprehensive view, this study
adopts the notion of curriculum as jigsaw (see Diagram 3.1) introduced in the Australian
Language Levels (ALL) project guidelines (Scarino et al., 1988).
In the ALL Guidelines, the term „curriculum renewal‟ is used instead of curriculum
development to indicate a sense of evolutional change from an existing situation. Elements
included in a curriculum are the syllabus, learning resources, pedagogy, assessment and
evaluation. Viewing curriculum as a jigsaw emphasises that, if there is a change in one
element of the curriculum, then this requires changes to the other curriculum elements. If
changes are not made, then the jigsaw that is the curriculum will not fit together appropriately
and the curriculum will lose its theoretical integrity. Such a situation will then have
significant implications for learning and teaching and for the achievement of learning

61
outcomes. It is important to acknowledge, however, that changes are not automatic – they
need to be planned for and managed so that the curriculum fits together.

Diagram 3. 1
The curriculum as jigsaw

Note. Adapted from ―Evaluation, Curriculum Renewal, and Teacher Development.
Austr li n L ngu ge Levels Guidelines: Book 4‖ by Scarino et al. (1988). Copyright 1988 by
Commonwealth of Australia.

In terms of this study, Vietnamese universities have the responsibility for developing
curriculum themselves, and yet the term is not one that is the subject of thorough
investigation or exploration in Vietnam. This will become clear in the following section.
3.3.2 „Curriculum‟ in Vietnamese higher education

Whilst a wealth of research can be found on curriculum and curriculum development in
Western literature, little has been published on how curriculum is understood and developed
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in Vietnamese higher education. Looking broadly at management level, a mixed method case
study at three higher education institutions done by Do (2013) indicates that there is a lack of
institutional autonomy and capacity for curriculum planning management (CPM) and limited
accountability in CPM of both institutional leaders and their governing body (Ministry of
Education and Training). The study calls for the improvement of the current circumstances of
CPM and/or the selection of an alternative approach to CPM by reducing the Ministry of
Education and Training‟s intervention in the process of curriculum planning at institutional
level and increasing the accountability of universities in curriculum planning and CPM.

Looking closely at implementation level, a case study conducted by Phan (2015) reveals that
the stakeholders, including administrators, teaching staff and students, hold diverse and
sometimes conflicting understandings of curriculum. Curriculum is mostly viewed as a
document which refers to the structure and content of a course or a unit/subject. The
prevailing views of curriculum are textbook driven which means curriculum is either the
content of textbooks or is based on textbooks. A top-down hierarchical curriculum
development process is observed in Phan‟s study. Senior people or those who were holding
higher status are respected and have more power in relation to curriculum development.
Phan argues that currently seniority rather than expertise is important in designing and
developing curriculum, excluding students, less-experienced teachers, and other stakeholders
such as employers. Phan then suggests that any innovation of curriculum and curriculum
development needs to start from re-conceptualizing the views held of knowledge, of teachers'
roles and textbooks. To make change happen, a more democratic relationship between a
teacher and students, and among colleagues should be nurtured. Additionally, Phan states
collaboration among these stakeholders should be strengthened to ensure no single view or
interest dominates during planning and implementing a curriculum (p.282).
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While studies in the Vietnamese context are limited, they suggest that the concepts of, and
approaches to, curriculum have caused confusion among many higher education stakeholders.
Granted more autonomy under a new government policy, HEIs in Vietnam are now in the
beginning stage of taking over the task of designing and developing curriculum and are
therefore facing numerous challenges. My research will document, and analyse the processes
of doing this at the case study sites with a view to acknowledging challenges and providing
insights as to how these processes can be improved to support the learning and teaching of
English to enable students to operate in a multilingual and multicultural context.

3.3.3 Syllabuses and linguistic syllabuses

3.3.3.1 Curriculum versus syllabus
The terms „curriculum‟ and „syllabus‟ are often confusing. They are not, however, identical.
There have been many definitions of the term „syllabus‟. Ur (1996) offered a brief definition
of the concept: “A syllabus is a document which consists, essentially, of a list. This list
specifies all the things that are to be taught in the course(s) for which the syllabus was
designed” (p.176). Richards (2001), on the other hand, gives more elaboration, as follows:

Syllabus design is one aspect of curriculum development, but it is not identical with it.
A syllabus is a specification of the content of a course of instruction and lists what
will be taught and tested… Curriculum development is a more comprehensive process
than syllabus design. It includes the processes that are used to determine the needs of
a group of learners, to determine aims or objectives for a program to address those
needs, to determine an appropriate syllabus, course structure, teaching methods, and
materials, and to carry out an evaluation of the language program that results from
these processes. (p.150)
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In general, a curriculum is a broader term, covering wide aspects related to all-round
development in a student while a syllabus specifies the content of a subject.

3.3.3.2 Linguistic syllabuses
This study looks at language teaching so it needs to be explicit about what is meant by a
linguistic syllabus. Ellis and Shintani (2014) give a clear explanation of the term: “a
statement of what is to be taught that draws on linguistic descriptions of language” (p.341).
On the whole, syllabus can be considered a subset of, and is contained within, a curriculum.

There are a number of ways to classify linguistic syllabuses (Rajaee Nia et al., 2013).
However, my research will mainly be based on the discussion on linguistic syllabuses by
Ellis and Shintani (2014). The reason for this is that they provide a useful frame to critique
curriculum and syllabuses in accordance with research done in the field of second language
(L2) acquisition and instructed language learning, which is of great significance for this study.

According to these two researchers, linguistic syllabuses can be classified in terms of: (1)
level of language and (2) whether the organizational principle of the syllabus is „form‟ or
„meaning‟. They identify that there are three main types of syllabus: grammatical, lexical, and
notional syllabuses. Ellis and Shintani (2014) emphasise that in the design of a linguistic
syllabus, it is essential to select and sequence the content in a way that aligns with how a
learner learns an L2. Following is a brief summary of linguistic syllabuses in relation to both
research in the field and Ellis and Shintani‟s discussion for each type.

3.3.3.2.1 Grammatical syllabuses and L2 learning
A grammatical syllabus is defined by Ellis and Shintani as “one type of structural syllabus
consisting of a graded list of grammatical structures to be taught” (p.338). Exploring current
textbooks, Ellis and Shintani discover that this type of syllabus is dominant. They assert that
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this is because grammatical syllabuses are easier for many reasons. First, unlike vocabulary,
grammar is finite and quite stable. Second, grammar involves rules that can be learnt and are
seen to have general applicability. Third, grammar is not seen to be tied to context. Therefore,
teaching grammar is seen as “manageable, economical and purposeful” (Ellis & Shintani,
2014, p. 54).

From research evidence, Ellis and Shintani (2014, pp.64-65), however, suggest that
grammatical syllabuses take no account of second language acquisition and they should be
rejected as the basis of a language course. The reason is that the acquisition of grammatical
morphemes and the sequence of syntactic structure is gradual and dynamic involving internal
mental processes. They assert that these processes cannot be easily controlled externally
through instruction. However, Ellis (1993) suggests that although a grammatical syllabus is
incompatible with what is known about how learners acquire grammar, it might still be used
as a basis for teaching explicit knowledge of grammar.

3.3.3.2.2 Lexical syllabuses and L2 learning

For Ellis and Shintani, a lexical syllabus serves as a basis for the lexical approach. This type
of syllabus aims to develop L2 competence by teaching lexical phrases and helping learners
to analyse them into their parts. The lexical syllabus is based on learner corpora and
frequency of word usage.
However, words are not enough for mastering a language. “Words do not just have lexical
meaning, they also have discoursal and pragmatic meaning” (Ellis & Shintani, 2014, p.57).
Therefore, these aspects of meaning also need to be considered when teaching vocabulary.

Ellis and Shintani (2014) have several concerns that relate to quantity and choice of
vocabulary and how these are put together. First, the researchers question the criteria of
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frequency for choosing lexical content. Ellis (2002) suggests that a lexical syllabus needs to
be based not on the frequency of individual words but rather on constructions (i.e.
assemblages of words). Second, it is questionable that this type of syllabus provides adequate
coverage of lexical items needed. To master a language, a learner needs a huge amount of
words, which cannot be satisfactorily provided by a lexical syllabus. Third, as argued by
Peppard (2010), the lexical approach may not be a proper way to develop grammatical
competence in learners. Coming to a final conclusion, Ellis and Shintani (2014, p.76) suggest
that a lexical syllabus should aim to do more than just teach learners words, their common
uses and their typical combination.

3.3.3.2.3 Notional syllabuses and L2 acquisition

A notional syllabus is one that works in the opposite way to a grammatical syllabus. A
notional syllabus lists „notions‟, „functions‟ and language to express ideas.
Notional syllabuses take „meanings‟ as their starting point. Hymes (1970) and Halliday (1973)
both emphasise the importance of examining language in actual communication. The units in
the syllabus are organized semantically and functionally, allowing for much greater variety of
linguistic structures to be present from the beginning. Linguistic exponents, which are forms
used to realize a given meaning category, are taught to learners. Communicative functions,
like „greetings‟, with simple linguistic exponents are chosen to teach at an early stage.
Ellis and Shintani come to the conclusion that “a notional syllabus provides a basis for the
exemplar-based learning that characterizes one aspect of L2 acquisition” (p.78). The formulas
students learn will help them achieve fluency in comprehending and producing the target
language. However, according to Ellis and Shintani, this type of syllabus seems not to be able
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to cater for form-based learning. Therefore, how to manage a notional syllabus can be
problematic, particularly if done without an appreciation of L2 acquisition.

Thus far, a brief overview of curriculum and linguistic syllabuses has been presented.
Linguistic syllabuses of any type are premised on the assumption that learners will learn what
they are taught. However, this is not the case as there are many other factors involved in
learning and teaching. Because of this, Ellis and Shintani (2014. p.79) advocate a hybrid
syllabus consisting of a notional/functional strand and a conventional grammatical strand to
guide the learning and teaching of language. This type of synthetic syllabus has potential with
respect to the implementation of the Project 2020 goal. It encompasses the language
dimensions that need to be addressed in the Vietnamese classroom in order for the goal to be
achieved. It does so, however, without the requirement to negotiate the challenges of an
analytic syllabus such as that applied in Task-Based Language Teaching.

This discussion of linguistic syllabuses highlights the tension between form and meaning that
is reflected in the literature associated with SLA and SLT. The work of Long (1996, 1998;
Long & Robinson, 1998) is useful within this debate. In identifying the manner, and amount
of attention paid to linguist structures in language instruction, Long proposes the following
terms:


„focus on form‟ – to describe instruction that is primarily meaning focused but includes
brief attention to linguistic items as the need arises during communication.



„focus on forms /focus on formS‟ – where the primary focus is on linguistic structures
often presented through a grammatical syllabus.

More recently these terms have been subsumed under the umbrella term „form-focused
instruction‟ (Loewen, 2018; Loewen & Sato, 2017). Loewen and Sato (2017, p.5) describe
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this as “a superordinate category that is commensurate with meaning-focused instruction
[which] includes attention to linguistic form in varying degrees.”
Within the context of this research these terms will be useful in analysing and describing
curriculum and the pedagogical practices of the participants.

3.3.4 What does all this mean for my research?
Ellis and Shintani‟s elaboration on linguistic syllabuses framed against understandings
associated with both instruction and acquisition sets up a solid framework for me to examine
and critique the syllabuses being developed and used at the case study sites. Furthermore, as
each of these syllabus types are premised on different approaches and purposes, this helps in
the analysis of syllabus and curriculum documents at the research sites and their
compatibility with the achievement of the goal that is the focus of this study.

3.4 Organisational change, curriculum change and change management

This section starts with a brief discussion of change, organisational change and change
management. It will be followed by an examination of change management in higher
education in general and in Vietnamese higher education in particular. Finally, there will be a
critical review of curriculum change and key factors leading to successful curriculum change.

This body of knowledge is relevant for this study, which explores the implementation of
Project 2020, a national educational policy at institutional level. This project, in fact, is
creating a change to the whole system of teaching English as a foreign language in Vietnam
in general and university contexts in particular. According to the eminent change
management theorist Michael Fullan (2007), in general people relish the thought of change. It
is, therefore, important to review the literature to identify factors involved in change
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processes in order to examine the implementation of change in Vietnam. Although a vast
majority of change management studies have been done in business organisations, its
principles can also be applied to other sectors, including higher education, as a university is
also, in a sense, a type of organization (Manning, 2013; Sporn, 2007). Also, much of the
literature about change in education is about schools, however, much of this is also applicable
to higher education, the specific context of this study.

3.4.1 Conceptualising change

Change is said to be an integral and constant part of any organization. Best (2009) stresses
that companies that understand change and are leading change will survive and grow, even in
unfavourable conditions. According to Kanter (1992), change involves “the design and
construction of new patterns, or the reconceptualization of old ones, to make new, and
hopefully more productive actions possible” (p. 279). Similarly, Senge et al. (1999) refer to
change as a process of moving from established to new ways of thinking or doing and it
requires adaptation of internal processes. On the whole, change denotes a course of leaving
behind the familiar and adopting a new approach with the hope of improved practices and
outcomes.
Referring to the process of change, de Jager (2001) states that “change is a simple process. At
least, it‟s simple to describe” (p. 24). However, he adds that,
… implementing change is incredibly difficult. Most people are reluctant to leave the
familiar behind. We are all suspicious about the unfamiliar; we are naturally
concerned about how we get from the old to the new, especially if it involves learning
something new and risking failure. (de Jager, 2001, p. 24)
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Change can be of different types. It can be planned or unplanned. There has been a debate
about these two dimensions. Whilst Louis and Miles (1990) believe that change that evolves
is better than change which is planned, other change scholars are more in favour of planned
change. For example, Robbins (1990) maintains that change should not be incidental in
nature. All change initiatives must be planned in consultation with employees. This view is
echoed in Dunphy (1996), who agrees that all change initiatives have to be planned actively
with all the relevant stakeholders. There will be an examination of key stakeholder
involvement in the change process as part of this study.

Change can also be developmental, transitional or transformational (State Government of
Victoria, 2013). Each of these types requires specific efforts and leadership styles. Major
elements that organizations can change include mission, vision, strategies, technology, human
behaviour, task design, organizational structure and culture (Swaim, 2014).

In a general sense, change is a common phenomenon in the operation of organizations. In
implementing change, there are a number of factors affecting the process. Therefore, change
needs to be well managed in order to be successful. Looking at this within the context of the
implementation of Project 2020 at the case study sites is an important part of this research
study.

3.4.2 Organisational models of HEIs

This study deals with the specific contexts of HEIs, which can also be considered as
organisations. Manning (2013) reviews the four most popular theories which aim at
characterizing how HEIs are governed and managed. They are the organised anarchy, the
collegium, the bureaucracy and the cultural theory.
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The organised anarchy theory was first proposed by Cohen and March (1986). Under this
theory, a higher education institution is said to have “problematic goals, unclear technology
and fluid participation” (Manning, 2013, pp. 29-31). She describes this type of organization
as a paradoxical one, being “familiar yet hard to describe, unpredictable though at times
oddly rational, rooted in the past yet optimistically gazing into the future, traditional though
educating many to anticipate change” (Manning, 2013, p. 11). Although this theory cannot
cover all aspects of organizations, it does offer “a unique way to view the paradoxical but
uniquely normal institutions of higher education” (Manning, 2013, p.12).

The collegium theory represents a traditional image of the university. It is considered a
community of scholars. This approach argues that the university should allow full
participation of all members of the academic community in its management. The scholars
would administer their own affairs and not care much about bureaucratic procedures.
Manning (2013) sees the two sides of this organizational model. Collegiums facilitate faculty
autonomy, create disciplinary communities, and promote a participatory process of decisionmaking, planning and policy making. However, collegiums may also bring about competition
among like-discipline peers, as well as separate faculty who emphasize research from those
who focus on institution-based affairs. These all can lead to faculty disengagement in
institutional affairs.
The bureaucracy theorists describe the university‟s structure as hierarchical and tied together
by formal chains of command and systems of communication. The key features of
bureaucracies can be listed as follows: Officials are appointed based on their expertise and
qualifications; power is concentrated at the top of the hierarchy and decisions are made topdown; rank is recognized and respected; operations follow processes and procedures; the
human resource is managed based on the expectation that long-term employment is possible
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and that stable personnel enables efficiency in the organization. According to Manning
(2013), this model provides a means to organize complex tasks while ensuring
standardization and objectivity. However, routinisation and standardisation can lead to red
tape and hinder the adaptability and responsiveness of the institution to external changes.

The cultural perspective became an emerging concern for researchers and managers in the
1980s (Manning, 2013). Two different disciplines have led to two approaches to view
organizational culture. Manning (2013) distinguishes the corporate from the anthropological
view. The corporate culture view assumes that culture can be managed and that leaders are
responsible for the development of culture in the organization. Conversely, anthropologists
propose that all members of the organization play a role in shaping the culture of the
institution through individual and collective experiences. In this sense, organizational culture
is referred to as “the set of key values, beliefs, understandings, and norms shared by members
of an organization” (Daft & Marcic, 2010, p. 59). As such, this culture is absorbed by every
member and passed on to newly recruited employees.

3.4.3 Organisational models within Vietnamese HEIs
H. T. L. Nguyen (2016), in her PhD thesis, draws on Manning‟s work and applies it to a
study of Vietnamese higher education. She suggests that the most common organizational
style is the organized anarchy (p.115). Universities governed by this model do not have
specific educational goals. Institutions are now required to publicize graduate outcomes on
their websites. These outcomes, however, appear to be of vague ideas or „bolted on‟ from
other sources. Another characteristic of organised anarchy observed by Nguyen (2016) in
many Vietnamese universities is that they use „unclear technology‟ (Manning, 2013). This
means that teachers, students and researchers apply different learning and teaching methods
and approaches. Nguyen (2016) also sees a combination of collegium and bureaucracy in
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some „flagship‟ Vietnamese universities. In these institutions, faculties are allowed to be
involved in decision-making, planning and policy-making processes. Faculties focus on
teaching and research while administrators attend to standards of performance and goals
achievement, policy, procedures and quality of services. According to Nguyen (2016), the
bureaucratic style is widely observed in old prestigious universities while the cultural model
is more evident in young universities with well-recognised academics graduated from foreign
institutions.

However, Pham (2013) offers a different perspective on university governance models. She
finds that most universities in Vietnam see themselves first as a bureaucratic organization and
then a collegium community. This is because they are obliged to conform to a wide range of
management rules and procedures regulated by higher level authorities. This view is echoed
in Dao and Hayden (2015), who state that “in Vietnam, public universities and colleges are
not generally able to make their own decisions, especially matters that are fundamentally
important to them as academic communities” (p.323). Pham (2013) comments that the
university is basically expected to serve national socio-economic development. As such, the
image of university as a collegium appears to be confined to the expectation of scholars.

Discussing change processes within Vietnamese institutions, Ta and Winter (2010) find that
change initiatives are usually driven by senior university managers and presented to
stakeholders, including deans, MOET officials and university alumni through seminars and
meetings. This is seen to parallel Vietnam‟s moderately high-power distance culture (as
discussed in Section 2.2.2), in which societal members show an abundant respect for those in
authority. This approach to change management involves the use of managerial authority and
direction to frame major decisions about the institution‟s future and the strategies required to
bring about organizational change. Ta and Winter‟s study also finds that managers and staff
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at lower levels tended to accept decisions and view the proposed changes in a consistent way
because they were tightly framed and controlled by senior management.

3.4.4 Organisational culture

Although the four main theories discussed by Manning (2013) can help characterise how
HEIs are governed and managed, they provide limited support in terms of managing
organisational change. In order to manage change, an understanding of the organisation needs
to be established. That is, the culture of an organisation needs to be diagnosed.

The literature identifies multiple ways of doing this, including the behavioural approach, the
competing values approach and the deep assumption approach (Waddell, 2017). With respect
to this study, the competing values approach (see Figure 3.3) is the one that is the most
pertinent to the current research context. This framework was originally created by Quinn and
Rohrbaugh (1981). It is still being widely used and adapted in terms of organisational change
management and development. This framework proposes two major dimensions underlying
the conceptions of effectiveness, which are the organisational focus – internally or externally
- (horizontal axis) and the organisational preference for structure – flexibility or control (vertical axis). Each of the quadrants that result from the intersections of these axes
represents a model for organisation and management. These are the Human Relations model,
the Open System model, the Internal Process model and the Rational Goal model.
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Figure 3. 3
A summary of the competing sets and effective models.

Note. Reprinted from ―A Competing Values Approach to Organizational Effectiveness‖ by
Quinn and Rohrbaugh (1981, p. 136)

If an organisation follows the Internal Process model, it is focused on the consolidation of
existing practices and relationships – stability and control to maintain the existing system. For
an organisation like this to change itself, and to adopt and implement change, this can be
difficult unless careful attention is paid to processes to manage the change.

An organisation operating within an Open Systems model needs to be flexible, and
decentralisation should be part of the way it works. The organisation is externally focused
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and sees itself as operating in a competitive environment. Its practices are diametrically
opposed to those characteristic of the Internal Process Model.

When an organisation is operating in the quadrant of the Rational Goal model, it is focused
on planning and goal setting. Attending to planning and goal setting will support an
organisation as it moves from the Internal Process Model to the Open Systems model.

An organisation which operates within the Human Relations model is focused on the
development of its human resources. Cohesion and morale are significant considerations for
senior leadership in such an organisation.

In general, the Competing Values Framework assesses organisational culture in terms of how
it addresses a set of values and elements that are completely oppositional to one another,
hence the name „competing values‟. One of the key things around the context of this study, as
discussed in Chapter 2, is the notion and significance of values associated with Vietnamese
culture and the Vietnamese culture of learning. Through my reading, and through my analysis
of Project 2020 documentation, it has become clear that these values contrast quite
significantly with the demands and orientation of suggested policy and practice for Project
2020. Because of this, the Competing Values Framework can be used as a tool to critique the
organisational and systemic change that is encompassed in this study as it acknowledges that
change often involves „competing values‟. Also, this Framework may have potential as an
instrument to support data analysis and the formulation of findings from this study.

3.4.5 Curriculum change

Curriculum change is an integral part of educational change. Print (1993) argues that
“curriculum change can be considered as a subset of educational change and as such is
affected by the same type of factors affecting change within education in general” (p.216).
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According to Fullen and Stiegelbauer (1991), curriculum change involves “alteration in terms
of materials, teaching methods and underlying beliefs” (p.29) and is characterized as
multidimensional. For example, in curriculum implementation at least three dimensions are
involved: "1) the possible use of new or revised materials (direct instructional resources such
as curriculum materials or technologies), 2) the possible use of new teaching approaches (i.e.,
new teaching strategies or activities), and 3) the possible alteration of beliefs (e.g.,
pedagogical assumptions and theories underlying particular new policies or programs)"
(Fullan, 1991, p. 37). This study will examine how these three dimensions are addressed
while implementing an extensive curriculum change proposed by Project 2020.
Curriculum change is seen as “a preferred vehicle for educational change” (Monterosieburth,
1992, p.175). This is because curriculum change is “technically simple” (Fullan, 2007, p. 84).
The process may involve “the development of national curriculum plans or guides for
specific subject areas and the delineation of classroom objectives, activities and evaluation”
(Monterosieburth, 1992, p.175). As such, it is „simple‟ in the sense that it is easy to change
the syllabus and textbooks and provide teachers with new documents. On the other hand,
Fullan (2007, p. 84) admits that curriculum change is “socially complex” and for it to be
effective it needs to be much more than just curriculum change. While curriculum can be
easily designed and documented, the process of doing it is very hard. This study does not
only examine the assumed simplicity associated with changing curriculum, documentation
and related policies but also the complexities and difficulties that emerge out of the
enactment happening at HEIs in order to implement such seemingly simple changes.

There are various stakeholders involved in the implementation of change in educational
contexts. As Fullan (1991) emphasizes, “educational change is a process of coming to grips
with the multiple realities of people, who are the main participants in implementing change”
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(p. 95). Educational change should be viewed in terms of “trust, collaboration, shared
meaning and moral support” (Hargreaves, 1997, p. 13). Fullan (2007) suggests that one of the
basic reasons why planning fails is that decision makers of change are unaware of the
situations that potential implementers are facing. They introduce changes without attempting
to understand the values, ideas, and experiences of those who are essential for implementing
any changes. This has become evident in Vietnam, where the massive change of Project 2020
has been initiated and expected without attempting to understand the experiences of those
actually implementing this change. Vietnam‟s Minister of Education and Training admitted in
parliament in November 2016 that Project 2020 will definitely fail to achieve the set goals by
2020. The Project‟s timeline has now been approved by the Prime Minster to extend to 2025
(Vietnam Prime Minister, 2017)

The concept of curriculum change being technically simple but socially complex is pivotal to
this study as the three dimensions identified by Fullan, associated with this dilemma, are
integral to exploring the implementation of the Project 2020 goal at the case study sites to
gauge the extent to which curriculum change is rhetoric or reality.

3.4.6 Effective change management in educational contexts

The implementation of educational change has to be strategically managed to support success.
In this section, key factors for successful change management will be elaborated.
In discussing effective change, Pennington (2013, p. 26) states that a good change,
is one that achieves the desired result while causing no residual damage to
relationships or excessive strain on resources. A good change is where those involved
feel as if they are engaged, involved, appreciated, or treated with respect with their
contribution.
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These characteristics of a good change will inform my analysis of the change that is
happening at the case study sites. Particularly, they will support the identification of the
extent to which the implementation of the Project 2020 goal can be described as a „good
change‟ (or not).
In addition to change being critiqued as to whether it is „good‟, it is also important to consider
if the change is sustainable. In a discussion of change within schools, Hargreaves and
Goodson (2006) identify five forces for change which interact to determine the sustainability
of change:


waves of change at specific points in time and their consonance with schools‟ and
teachers‟ identities



changes in school leadership



student and community demographics



professional identities and career stages of teachers



the interrelations among schools in a context of both standardization and competition

While these forces are about school education, they are just as relevant in university contexts
when considering ambitious and extensive curriculum change.

Other scholars look at stakeholders and their roles in the process of educational change.
Markee (1997) states that the management of curriculum change should be of interest to all
participants in the teaching and learning process. These include ministry officials, decision
makers, school superintendents, principals and teachers. Although Fullan (2001) and Lamie
(2005) agree with this position, they emphasize the decisive role of teachers – curriculum
change largely depends on what teachers think and do. Hargreaves and Fullan (1996) also
stress that the voices of individual teachers are integral to the success of any change initiative
as “teachers can always shut the door and get on with what they want to do anyway”
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(Hargreaves & Fullan, 1996, p.14). As such, curriculum change involves the change in the
curriculum and the change in the minds of the affected people, teachers in particular. This
view is pertinent in my study as the views and actions of teacher participants are central.
Although other stakeholder perceptions and understandings are examined, teachers as agents
of change are very significant.

Curriculum change may also involve a change in teaching methodologies. Discussing this
matter, Holliday (1994) stresses that when transferring teaching methodologies from one
context to another, they need to suit the wider cultures of the teachers and learners. These
include classroom culture, institutional norms, societal norms, and the role of education in
society. More widely speaking, creating change cannot be conducted by simply borrowing
policies or methodologies from other settings, but it requires adaptation and adjustment to
harmonize with the local context. These considerations are important with respect to my
study given that the mandated curriculum change draws on academic and linguistic traditions
that differ substantially from those in Vietnam.

Implementing a curricular change needs to be based on a strategic approach to managing
change (Markee, 1997). In their seminal paper titled “General Strategies for Effecting
Changes in Human Systems”, Chin and Ben (1969) propose three models of change:
empirical-rational, power-coercive, and normative-reeducative.

1 In the power-coercive model, change is mandated using a top-down approach.

2 The rational-empirical model emphasizes explaining, justifying and showing the reason
why the change is good and necessary.

3 The normative-re-educative strategy highlights the use of discussion, participation and
negotiation to achieve the targeted change.
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Commenting on the use of these strategies, Macalister and Nation (2010) state that,

Change is more likely to occur if people see that it has the support of authority such as
government, the education department and school administration (power-coercive), if
they see that there are good reasons for the change (rational-empirical), and if they
feel that they are participating in the change, and that they "own" the change
(normative-re-educative). (Macalister & Nation, 2010, p. 177)

This argument also resonates through the work of Le and Barnard (2009) as they recommend
that “in practice a balance is drawn from the three approaches, depending on the impetus for,
and the perceived urgency” (p.20). These strategies should not be seen as alternatives to
others.

Regarding the specific context of teaching and learning of English, Wedell (2003) concludes
that “support will be far more likely to be forthcoming, if the most influential components of
national TESOL contexts: curriculum/syllabus, materials, examinations and teacher education,
are broadly in harmony” (p.450). This comment aligns beautifully with the idea of viewing
curriculum broadly as a jigsaw (Scarino et al., 1988) as adopted in this study (see Section
3.3.1).

3.4.7 What does all this mean for my research?

Reviewing a large body of literature on organisational change and change management
provides a solid foundation for examining the curriculum change proposed by Project 2020.
Curriculum change is a complex phenomenon. Therefore, successful implementation requires
consideration of a number of factors such as engagement of change agents, good
communication, and harmonious change of different curriculum aspects. More importantly,
curriculum change needs to be managed within the broader context of organisational change.
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3.5 Concluding comments

This chapter has reviewed the literature associated with key concepts and aspects pertinent to
this study and its focus on the implementation of the National Foreign Language Project 2020
goal of enabling non-English major students in HEI to communicate independently and
confidently in a multilingual and multicultural environment. For this ability to be adequately
developed, the literature indicates that it is important that the teaching of language be viewed
as a process directed towards the use of language as social practice with its inseparable link
with culture and the development of interculturality. This has been explicitly stated in the
Western Australia Curriculum Framework which states that “language use is socially and
culturally bound and the ability to communicate effectively requires understanding of the
cultural concepts within which language is used” (Curriculum Council, 1998, p. 146).

Project 2020 can be considered a massive change to the whole system of teaching and
learning English within Vietnam. For this goal to be successfully implemented, the literature
suggests that it is vital that academic staff have a good understanding around language and
culture, curriculum and syllabus design. The idea of curriculum as a jigsaw highlights the
significance of ensuring that all the elements of the curriculum such as the syllabus,
resources, pedagogy, assessment and evaluation relate to, and align with one another in a way
that is theoretically cohesive. In other words, this model suggests that change to one aspect of
curriculum necessitates change in other areas associated with the curriculum jigsaw if
theoretical integrity is to be maintained, and if successful learning and teaching outcomes are
to be achieved. The consideration of such understandings is informative and critical to this
study.

Also, and importantly, in reviewing the literature, is becomes clear that change needs to be
well managed. This needs to happen both at the level of organisational change and also
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curriculum change. The literature indicates that this involves careful planning. With respect
to this study, what this looks like and how it has been accomplished is significant and is a
focus of the investigation.

The literature reviewed in this chapter provides a comprehensive view of what is known
about language and culture, curriculum and syllabuses, and change and change management.
This information provides a solid background for this study. It provides clear signposts as to
how the research goal of this study can be achieved, and how information from this study can
influence and support educational change within Vietnam. The literature provides direction
with respect to research design and data analysis. It also provides guidance as to how this
study can influence policy change and implementation in the context of Vietnam, and within
similar contexts where English is a foreign language and where its leaners have limited
access to authentic communication opportunities. Information about this is lacking. It is the
intention of this study to add to knowledge in this area.
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CHAPTER 4 RESEARCH DESIGN

4.1. Introduction
When formulating the research design for my project, Crotty‟s framework was found the
most relevant. He proposes four basic elements of any research study which are methods,
methodology, theoretical perspective and epistemology (Crotty, 1998, p. 2). Each of the
elements informs the others. Accordingly, one should ask the following questions:


What methods do we propose to use?



What methodology governs our choice of methods?



What is our theoretical perspective?



What epistemology informs our perspective?

As a starting point, the researcher has to think about the techniques (or methods) to gather
data for answering the research question(s). At the same time, the strategy or plan of action
(methodology) lying behind the chosen methods is identified. These two first elements
contribute to generating the expected outcome of the research. The next two steps are to
justify the choice of specific methods and methodology. This means the researcher has to
rationalise the underlying assumptions (theoretical perspective) and his or her understanding
of knowledge (epistemology). Justification of these two elements will make the research
findings convincing and trustworthy.

By asking myself the above questions, I could think logically and clearly about research
design and the process of deciding on the overall research approach for my study. In the
following section, the four elements identified above are discussed so as to frame my
research design, but they are in the reverse order, starting from the highest thinking level
(epistemology) to the specific techniques for data collection (methods).
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4.2. The epistemological basis: Constructivism

The epistemology this research adopts is constructivism. The term "constructivist
epistemology" was first used by Jean Piaget in the famous article "Logic and Scientific
knowledge" (1967), an important text for espistemology. Jean Piaget was considered “the
great pioneer of constructivist theory of knowing” (Von Glasersfeld, 1991, p. 22). One of the
basic principles of radical construstivism emerging from Piaget‟s writings has been
summarised in Von Glasersfeld (1991) as follows: “Knowledge is not passively received
either through the senses or by way of communication. Knowledge is actively built up by the
cognising subject” (p.22).

While positivism emphasizes that knowledge can be discovered through observable and
measurable facts, constructivism holds the view that “knowledge and truth are created, not
discovered by minds” (Schwandt, 1998, p. 236). Constructivists assume that knowledge
cannot exist outside our minds and is constructed by individuals based on experiences (Crotty,
1998; Hendry et al., 1999). To be more specific, constructivist researchers emphasize “the
world of experience as it is lived, felt and undergone by social actors” (Schwandt, 1998, p.
236).
Constructivists firmly believe that “there is no unique „real world‟ that pre-exists and is
independent of human mental activity and human symbolic language” (Bruner, 1986, p. 95).
As human beings, we all create our view of the world. This is usually based on our individual
perceptions contextualised within specific cultural beliefs and values. Therefore, the
constructivist perspective posits that knowledge is not passively received from the world or
from authoritative sources but is constructed by individuals or groups making sense of their
experiential worlds (Maclellan & Soden, 2004). In other words, constructivism is about
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meaning-making (Crotty, 1998; Fosnot & Perry, 1996) and individuals are assumed to
construct their own meanings and understandings.

Constructivism as the epistemological basis for this study is appropriate for the following
reasons. Firstly, this is because the context of Project 2020‟s goal is poorly defined. The
project has gone a long way since it was approved in 2008 but there has been limited and
vague guidance or support with respect to implementation of its goal. Therefore, the
participants have to make subjective meanings out of the policy passed on to them. Each
participant, with their own identity, educational background and work experience within the
Vietnamese culture of learning (this has already discussed in Section 2.2.3), will understand
and implement the policy in their own way. As a result, this research will rely largely on the
participants‟ self-determined views of the policy in question. Secondly, by adopting the
constructivist view of the world, multiple realities of Project 2020‟s goal implementation will
be collected, thus providing rich information of the actual practices in different tertiary
contexts in Vietnam. As such, the research goal of intepreting the complexity of views can be
fullfilled.

4.3. The theoretical perspective: Phenomenology

The theoretical perspective of phenomenology gives a strong foundation for this research.
Phenomenology‟s primary position is that the most basic human truths are accessible only
through inner subjectivity (Thorne, 1991) and that the person is integral to the environment
(Burns & Grove, 1999). These dimensions fit nicely with the notion that individuals construct
meanings themselves, the basis of constructivism. As such, phenomenology is a logical
theoretical framework to accompany the constructivist epistemology that this research has
adopted.
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A phenomenological study attempts to “describe the common meaning for several individuals
of their lived experiences of a concept or a phenomenon” (Creswell, 2015, p. 76). Lived
experience is said to be “the starting point and end point of phenomenological research” and
“the aim of phenemenology is to transform lived experience into a textual expression of its
essence” (van Manen, 2016, p. 36). Its ultimate goal is to find the universal essence, which is
defined as “a grasp of the very nature of some thing” (van Manen, 2016, p. 177).
According to Patton (2015), this theoretical perspective “requires methodologically,
carefully, and thoroughly capturing and describing how people experience some phenomenon
– how they perceive it, describe it, feel about it, judge it, remember it, make sense of it, and
talk about it with others” ( p. 104). A researcher‟s first task is to identify “an object” of
human experience (van Manen, 2016, p. 163). Human experience can be of various forms of
phenomena. Data are normally collected from people who have directly experienced the
phenomenon of interest and the inquirer has to develop “a composite description of the
essence of the experience for all of the individuals” (Creswell, 2015, p. 76). The description
consists of “what” they experienced and “how” they experienced it (Moustakas, 1994).
Overall, phenomenologists aim to “depict the essence or basic structure of experience”
(Merriam, 1998, p. 16).

These dimensions of phenomenology well match with the nature of this research and my plan
for conducting it. At the very initial stage of this research, the „object‟ identified was the
experience of Vietnamese tertiary educators with implementing Project 2020‟s goal in their
own context. In order to be able to describe the „what‟ and the „how‟ of the experience, I will
approach those people directly involved with the implementation process. By observing them
in their real work context (the classroom), talking to them both informally and formally, and
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collecting documents they are using, I can gain rich sources of information, thus enabling me
to „depict the essence‟ of my participants‟ lived experiences.

4.4. Methodology: A qualitative case study

The use of qualitative research in education has a long history, making a significant
contribution to the understanding of educational issues. Qualitative research is considered “an
umbrella concept covering several forms of inquiry that help us understand and explain the
meaning of social phenomena with as little disruption of the natural setting as possible”
(Merriam, 1998, p. 5). This approach assumes that “everything has the potential of being a
clue that might unlock a more comprehensive understanding of what is being studied”
(Bogdan & Biklen, 2003, p. 6). Burns (2000) assumes that the task of a qualitative
methodologist is "to capture what people say and do as a product of how they interpret the
complexity of their world, to understand events from the viewpoints of the participants”
(p.11).

According to Sofaer (1999), there are a number of strengths that make qualitative data
valuable. The first important benefit is that it provides rich descriptions of complex
phenomena. This approach also enables a researcher to track unique or unexpected events. In
addition, qualitative researchers can illuminate the experience and interpretation of events by
actors with widely differing stakes and roles. More importantly, qualitative research gives
voice to those people whose views are rarely heard.

In my situation, the most obvious advantage of using a qualitative approach is that it helps
capture the complexity of the phenomenon that is the focus of my research. This study is
complex in a number of ways. I approached multiple participants who come with different
work duties and responsibilities. Also, I am operating at multiple research sites. Each higher
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education institution, with its own resources and leadership as well as interpretation, has
different responses to the implementation of Project 2020‟s goal and thus there is a
significant degree of complexity with exploring this phenomenon. Another aspect of
complexity is reflected in the multiple forms I used to collect data. Besides interviews, I
observed classes and analysed documents being used at the sites. These multiple sources of
data will tremendously enrich the description of the phenomenon in question. To make the
data even richer, I tried to create a good rapport with all the participants so that they can feel
comfortable and therefore freely express their ideas and opinions.

Another reason for using qualitative methodology is that, through semi-structured interviews,
I had the chance to tease out responses and perspectives of different participants who have
different roles and responsibilities and this adds considerable richness to the data.

Also, being a qualitative researcher, I am able to respond to the circumstances I encountered
at the case study sites. For example, I might have to adjust my observation and interview
schedules due to the participants‟ unavailability. In other words, a qualitative approach
enables me to „go with the flow‟, tracking unexpected events which only happen at a
particular site or following up unique responses made by a particular participant.
Importantly, a qualitative design makes it possible for teachers‟ voices to be heard. This is
particularly significant for the Vietnamese context where teachers have very limited
autonomy. They are considered those at the lowest level of implementation and expected to
simply follow what is advised by their administrators.
With the advantages that qualitative research provides, I was able to develop a „rich‟
understanding of the „lived experience‟ of the people involved in my study in their different
circumstances.
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A case study approach is widely used in qualitative research, especially in social science
disciplines, including education (Creswell, 2015; Yin, 2014). The literature also shows that
case study is defined in different ways. One of the widely quoted definitions states that a case
study is “a strategy for doing research which involves an empirical investigation of a
particular contemporary phenomenon within its real life context using multiple sources of
evidence” (Robson, 1993, p. 146). This definition is also echoed by Yin (2014) but he adds
that consideration needs to be given to cases where “the boundaries between phenomenon
and context are not clearly evident.” (Yin, 2014, p. 16).
However, Creswell‟s definition of a case study is a better fit for this research. He states:

Case study research is a qualitative approach in which the investigator explores a reallife, contemporary bounded system (a case) or multiple bounded systems (cases) over
time, through detailed, in-depth data collection involving multiple sources of
information (e.g., observations, interviews, audiovisual material, and documents and
reports), and reports a case description and case themes. (Creswell, 2015, p. 97)

The nature of a case study reflects a close link with the contrustivist epistemology and
phenomenological perspective, which inform my study. Also, a useful suggestion for data
collection is provided in this definition. Using the suggested methods enabled this study to
reach its aim of gaining insight into how individuals interpret and attribute meanings to their
experiences with Project 2020.

Additional practical advice about case study is offered by Yin (2014). He identifies case
studies as being able to provide a useful strategy to explain real-life, causal links, with the
researcher being able to appreciate the subjective richness of individuals recounting their
experiences in a particular context. This is because “the case study‟s unique strength is the
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ability to deal with a full variety of evidence – documents, artifacts, interviews and
observations” (p.12). As such, for my case study to be well constructed and well told, it
needed to reflect the reality of what I was investigating.

It should be noted that case study design works better for some kinds of research. Yin (2014,
p.14) suggests that case studies are the preferred strategy when „how‟ or „why‟ research
questions are asked. They fit well when the researcher has little control over the events, and
when there is a contemporary focus within a real life context.

Reviewing these factors further demonstrates that a case study aligns well with this study. It
aims at answering a „how” research question (“How are public HEIs in Vietnam responding
to the National Foreign Language Project 2020 goal of enabling their non-English major
students to communicate independently and confidently in a multilingual and multicultural
context?”). Also, while answering this “How‟ question, the richness of data enabled me to
provide recommendations so that Project 2020 management can consider adjusting or
modifying the level of support provided to institutions and people who were tasked with the
project implementation. My study, therefore, provides insights into why the implementation
processes are as they are. Multiple forms of evidence are required to explore and explain the
phenomenon and as the investigator, I have very little control over the phenomenon itself. I
am an interviewer, an observer and a document analyst. My job, as a qualitative researcher, is
to try to explain and analyse the „messy‟ realities. A case study design was also relevant for a
contemporary situation like my research problem. My research is a single case study with
three research sites. The case, or „unit of analysis‟ (Yin, 2014), is hereby defined as the
implementation of the Project 2020 goal of enabling students to communicate confidently and
independently in a multilingual and multicultural context at higher education institutions.
Approved in 2008 and expected not to finish until 2025, Project 2020 is considered a massive
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national task affecting all levels of education in Vietnam. All these features of my research
indicate that a case study was a sensible design to choose, offering a wide understanding of
the phenomenon in question via multiple representations.

4.5. Research methods

When deciding on the research methods, this study drew on concepts within the theory of
practice architectures (Kemmis & Grootenboer, 2008) to examine the phenomenon in
question. This theory has been widely used in education research (Boyle et al., 2018; Kemmis,
2008; Mahon et al., 2016; Salamon et al., 2016), especially in identifying and examining
beliefs and taken for granted assumptions. Burns (2000) comments on the importance of
capturing what people say and do within qualitative research. The theory of practice
architectures is used to further strengthen the theoretical alignment of this study and provides
a mechanism to do this systematically. According to Kemmis et al. (2013), the sociality of
practice is reflected through “the cultural-discursive arrangements” (sayings), “the materialeconomic arrangements” (doings), and “social-political arrangements” (relatings). Mahon et
al. (2017) explain that,

the theory of practice architectures steers analysis towards what actually happens in a
site, and the identification of the local arrangements that make practices of a particular
kind possible within that site, or that shape local (site-based) variations of a practice.
(p.19)

The three dimensions of sayings, doings and relatings were considered when developing the
research instruments and analysing data. Sayings refer to what is written in documents and
what is said by participants, in interviews or in the classroom. Doings refers to what
participants do while performing their role as a Head of Department (HoD) or teacher.
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Relatings encompass the social-political arrangements that constrain or enable institutional
practices. These include policy and procedures, regulations, line-management structures and
relationships and responsibilities at different levels within the institution.

Research methods that support analysis of sayings, doings and relatings contributes to the
development of an understanding of how all these factors, reflected through the data, „hang
together‟ within the value systems that frame Project 2020 ((Lisewski, 2020)

As a qualitative researcher, I had hunches about the research problem based on my personal
experience and knowledge about the field. In order to explore issues around those hunches,
the study had to be designed so that it would provide an in-depth investigation and analysis of
the case study. This was achieved through „multiple sources of evidence‟, as indicated in the
definition of case study by (Creswell, 2015, p. 197). As such, a variety of methods were used
to collect data for this study, which also made the findings of this study more credible.

The methods chosen were direct observation, semi-structured interviews and document
analysis. These useful tools are compatible with constructivist epistemology and the
phenomenological perspective informing this study, thus providing „thick descriptions‟ of the
phenomenon explored in this qualitative case study. Table 4.1 presents details of the research
methods employed to collect data for different guiding questions underpinning this study.
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Table 4. 1
Methods used for different guiding questions

Subsidiary questions

Research methods

How do different key stake-holders

Interviews

interpret „the ability to communicate

Document and policy analysis

independently and confidently in English in
a multilingual and multicultural
environment‟?
What are universities doing to enable their

Observations

students to communicate independently and

Interviews

confidently in English in a multilingual and
multicultural environment?

Document and policy analysis

What demands are placed on the key

Interviews

stakeholders to realise this goal?

Observations
Document and policy analysis

4.5.1 Direct observation

Direct observation involves watching the participants in natural settings. This is considered a
key technique within qualitative research (Waller et al., 2016). In this research study, the
observations were done in classrooms where English lessons were carried out by the teachers
who participated in this study. The format was nonparticipant observation in which I made
observation without interacting with the goings-on in the classroom and there were no forms
of audio or video recordings. This was done to minimize the interference of my presence in
the room and encouraged participants to act naturally, reducing the fear of being recorded or
interrupted. To make both the teachers and students comfortable with my presence, I came
and chatted informally with them before the actual data collection commenced. During the
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course of observation, an observation sheet was used to record what was happening in the
classroom (Samples of the observation notes are included in Appendix E). The purpose was
to investigate the extent to which teachers helped students develop their confidence and
independence in using English. Also, I was seeking evidence of multilingual and
multicultural aspects in language teaching and learning present in the lessons, particularly in
respect of teaching materials that were utilised. Data from the classroom observations were
an integral source of information about the extent to which teachers actually enacted Project
2020‟s goal in their real contexts.

4.5.2 Semi-structured interviews

A semi-structured interview is one mode of talking with participants in which the interviewer
uses a set of indicative questions to guide the interview process. This mode of interview
offered me the chance to modify questions and follow up responses provided by the
participants. In this study, face-to-face individual interviews were conducted in Vietnamese
(see p.xix). The possibility of conducting the interviews online through Skype was considered
for its flexibility, but I finally decided not to do this. One of the reasons was that I knew the
convention of being interviewed was unfamiliar to many people in the Vietnamese context. I
was concerned that they might find it uncomfortable being questioned by someone. Therefore,
by meeting face-to-face, I was in a better position to put the participants at ease and make
them feel safe to talk freely. Another reason was that I had the opportunity to enhance the
quality of data obtained. Being physically present with another person, it is always easier to
create a good interpersonal connection and thus enhance the potential for quality data that is
reflective of open and honest communication.

The interview questions were pre-determined; however, ordering of questions was not fixed. I
could change the order for a smoother flow of conversation or sometimes just for giving
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myself a refreshing change. Also, additional information and explanation were provided for
some participants if I noticed they had some kind of confusion or found the questions to be
ambiguous. Indicative questions are included in Appendix D and a sample of interview
transcripts are in Appendix F.

The interviews were conducted with both HoDs and EFL teachers. Engaging in semistructured interviews, participants had the opportunity to freely talk about what they thought,
and I was able to construct meaning from their interpretation and experiences with Project
2020. Also, their perception about culture in language teaching and challenges facing them
were explored. Data from the interviews were valuable and contributed to answering all the
three guiding questions and enabled me to make the link between what participants said and
what they did (sayings and doings).

4.5.3 Document and policy analysis

A considerable amount of data came from analysing relevant documentation. Documentation
included Project 2020 policy and implementation documents, the 6-level National Foreign
Language Reference Framework (CEFR-V), Vietnamese Standardised Test of English
Proficiency (VSTEP), national and institutional policy, curricula and syllabuses, and the
textbooks used at the case study sites. In addition, information available on websites of the
participating institutions was also collected to further demonstrate the extent to which the
case study sites depicted themselves as international institutions concerned with multilingual
and multicultural connection in research and teaching. English language presence on the
institutions‟ websites was also identified. All these were important data showing how
participating institutions and their English faculties had actually put the national task of
Project 2020 into practice. Document and policy analysis was also critical in terms of
developing an understanding of the relatings.
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4.6. Recruitment of participants

In the Vietnamese context, persons in the education profession generally do not participate in
external research without prior approval from their administration. Potential participants
cannot be approached personally before approval is granted. Thus, the first step of my
participant recruitment was to identify what type of university I wished to collect data from
and how I could gain approval for my research study.

Identifying research sites
Considering the scope of my study and the actual context of tertiary education in Vietnam,
the case study sites were selected against two following criteria. First, the site must be a
public university. In Vietnam, there are various types of universities, namely, public, semipublic and private ones. Public universities were chosen for the present research. The reason
is that they have to strictly follow government policy as they are established, monitored and
partially or totally funded by the state. On the other hand, many semi-public and private
universities have their own policies and may not completely conform to MOET
recommendations; to be precise, they may opt not to be in Project 2020‟s activities. Second,
the department of English chosen must be one where English is taught as a subject rather than
a major. Under Project 2020, requirements for students of English major and non-English
major are different. The present study only focuses on teaching English for non-English
major students. They are students of other disciplines and learn English as a compulsory
additional subject.

Gaining approval and consent from research participants

After my Ethic Application was approved by Murdoch University Human Research Ethics
Committee, I started to seek participants. Although approval had to be signed by University
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leaders, such as Presidents or Vice Presidents, the first people to contact were Faculty and
Department leaders. They were direct participants themselves and also in good positions to
assist me in recruiting teacher participants. Personal experience had warned me of failure
when approval letters were just handed down to direct participants who had not been
previously contacted; they seemed not to be cooperative and were reluctant to be involved in
research. In my situation, all the faculty leaders had been informally invited to participate in
my study through emails or online chatting before Information Letters were sent to university
leaders. For the first round, only two of the three universities contacted accepted, and their
leaders signed the Approval Letter that allowed me to have access to their Department of
English Language Teaching and their staff. Another letter was then sent to a fourth institution
and with the support from the HoD I received a signed Approval Letter. All the three
Approval Letters were signed by Vice Presidents of the participating institutions.

Gaining consent from teacher participants took longer than expected. I started my field work
when a new school year began so the HoDs were very busy. I needed to meet them in person
and talk in greater detail about my research before I could have the contact details of potential
teacher participants. My only criterion in choosing a teacher participant was that he or she
was not already acquainted with me. Although I knew it was easier to receive consent from a
friend, data obtained might be biased. After receiving a list of teacher contacts from the HoD,
I chose to conduct initial talks with potential participants on the phone. This was the most
energy-saving option for me. Most of the people I contacted agreed to participate after I
briefed them on my project and what I expected them to do. Eventually, I was able to get all
the consent forms signed by one HoD and three teachers at each of the three research sites.
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4.7. Data collection procedures

The research participants fall into two groups: HoDs and teacher participants. From each
institution, one HoD and three teachers were recruited. In total, three HoDs and nine teachers
were involved. The HoD participants were direct managers of the department for teaching
English as a foreign language. The teacher participants were teachers of English working
under the administration of the HoD participants. As responsibilities of teachers and HoDs
differed, the procedures for data collection from these two groups were different.

Data collection for teacher participants

For teacher participants, there were two phases in the data collection procedures, which can
be described in Table 4.2.

Table 4. 2
Phases in data collection with teachers

Phase 1

Classroom observation and document collection

Phase 2

Semi-structured interview

I decided to interview participants only after classroom observations had been done. By doing
so, the teachers could not amend or add activities in a way they thought I might expect in a
language lesson.

Originally, I had an intention that when we met for the first time to sign consent forms, I
would have an informal chat with each individual so that we could create a rapport and also, I
could gain some profile information about them. However, after the pilot interview was
conducted with a colleague of mine, she commented that the profile questions would not be
very effective as a way to establish an open and harmonious relationship between the
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participants and me. One of her examples was that when being asked about their international
travel experience, many would not be happy to admit that they had never been abroad before.
She added that this might be an embarrassment for a language teacher as they often tell
students about what people do or say in other countries while they themselves have had no
first-hand experience. Taking my friend‟s critical comments on board, on the first meeting
with teacher participants, we just talked about work-free topics, like family, hobbies and our
mutual acquaintances, etc. The profile questions were then incorporated into the formal
interview.

For both students and the teacher to feel comfortable with my presence, I made myself
familiar by asking to join the class before the actual data collection commenced. After being
introduced by the teachers, I took the floor to tell the students about my research, why I was
in their class and also stressed the ethical considerations so that they could feel safe. I
reassured students that they would not be judged and that my presence in the classroom had
no implications for them. In the beginning, I thought I would need to come for at least two
sessions before I started the formal data collection. However, I realised that the students did
not care about my presence; they acted naturally in class. When they performed the activities,
they paid no attention to me. Also, I could see some bend down on desks to sleep when they
were not interested in the lesson, even though I was sitting right behind them. As a result, I
decided for each class I would pay only one visit before starting the actual data collection.
During the observations of classes, I always had to tell myself to „take my teacher education
head off and put my researcher head on‟. This was, to some extent, difficult at first as in my
previous job for 16 years I used to observe class and give comments to teachers to make
lessons more effective.
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All the interviews were conducted in a booked office or classroom where there was no one
else present, except for the teacher participant and the researcher interviewer. I used a voice
recorder to record our interviews. The average length of the interview sessions is 55 minutes,
ranging from 42 to 92 minutes.

The interview questions were formulated based on the overarching research question and the
three guiding questions. There were two parts in the question set. The first part was to collect
the participants‟ profile information, especially with regard to their own intercultural
experience. The second part involved questions about their understanding of and viewpoint
on the Project 2020 goal and the implementation in their own classroom. A description of the
questions is presented in Table 4.3.

Table 4. 3
Interview questions for teachers

Purpose
For profile information

For research questions

Area to be asked


Teaching experience



Reason for choosing teaching career



Ways to maintain English level



International travel experience



Interpretation of Project 2020 goal



Inclusion of Project 2020 goal into syllabus



Perception of culture



Class activities to support the goal realisation



Usefulness of teaching materials
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Training courses attended



Self-assessment of intercultural competence



Students‟ outside class activities for intercultural
communication



Expectation for further training and resources



Facilitators and blockers when intercultural
competence is targeted



Recommendations to related agencies

Data collection for HoD participants

The HoD participants were asked to participate in an interview which was expected to last no
less than 45 minutes. All the interviews were conducted in a booked office and a voice
recorder was also used to record the interviews. The average length turned out to be 68
minutes, ranging from 59 to 76 minutes. While interviewing them I also asked for access to
teaching and other related documents which were essential parts of my document analysis.
The interview questions also fell into two parts. The first part sought information related to
personal experience and their professional responsibilities, which reflected who they were.
The second part involved questions about how they interpreted the Project 2020 goal and to
what extent the goal was incorporated into the department curriculum. Although this list of
indicative questions shared some with those of teacher participants, there were additional
questions to match with their leadership position. A description of the questions is presented
in Table 4.4.

103
Table 4. 4
Interview questions for HoDs
Purpose
For profile information

For research question

Area to be asked


Experience as an HoD



Their role in curriculum/syllabus design



Knowledge of Project 2020



Interpretation of Project 2020 goal



Inclusion of Project 2020 goal into syllabus



Department‟s teaching objectives



Necessity to develop students‟ intercultural
competence



Personal judgment of teachers‟ intercultural
competence



Professional support to teachers



Facilitators and blockers when intercultural
competence is targeted



Recommendations to related agencies

4.8. Data analysis

Data analysis is a central process in any research. For qualitative research, analysing data
means seeking patterns and themes in the data. Bazeley (2013) characterizes qualitative data
analysis as “intense, engaging, challenging, non-linear, contextualized, and highly variable”
(p.3). Therefore, great attention must be paid to interpret and categorize the messy data
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(O'Dwyer, 2004). In this study, data were analysed in two processes: case site analysis and
cross-case site analysis.
According to Bazeley (2013), “qualitative analysis is fundamentally case-oriented. Data are
contributed and analysis is centred around cases” (p.5). In Chapters 5-7, there is an analysis
of each of the three research sites. This provides the context of the site, including a brief
introduction, the structure of the HEI and its policy regarding English education. More
importantly, data collected from participants, both HoDs and teachers, are presented and
examined against the literature. The data of each individual is interrogated and then data are
examined and cross-checked across all individuals at the particular research site.

The next analysis was done thematically across the three sites. Data were compared and
contrasted. Attention was also given to the congruence between „sayings‟ and „doings‟ and
reasons for similarities and differences among the sites. This process was aimed to produce
new knowledge, attributing meanings to the phenomenon investigated. Findings from this
analysis inform discussion in Chapters 8 and 9.

4.9. Trustworthiness
As qualitative research is surrounded by „complex‟ realities and researchers do not use
established meters, measures need to be taken to ensure the quality of the research. In other
words, research data and findings have to be proven to be trustworthy.

Although different criteria have been proposed by many researchers to demonstrate research
rigour, the most referred markers are credibility, transferability, dependability and
confirmability (Guba, 1981). All these considerations have been taken into account
throughout the research process, from the initial stage of designing the research through to
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the determination of findings and the discussion of future directions. Strategies used to ensure
trustworthiness of data and findings are presented in Table 4.5.

Table 4. 5
Strategies for trustworthiness

Aspects of
trustworthiness
Credibility

Strategies used


Gain participant trust

Expected effects


To eliminate distance between
researcher and participants



Collect relevant



materials


Do member checks

To support findings and
interpretation



To ensure correct translation
and interpretation of ideas

Transferability

Dependability





Collect thick



To allow for possible

description of the

comparisons with other

context

contexts

Use overlap methods



For methods to complement
one another

Confirmability



Use multiple methods



To confirm data

4.9.1 Credibility

Credibility shows the confidence that can be placed in the truth of the research findings
(Guba, 1981). In other words, credibility refers to the “fit” between participants‟ views and
the researcher‟s representation of them (Tobin & Begley, 2004). This is considered one of the
most important constructs in establishing trustworthiness. Guba (1981) recommends various
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techniques to check credibility, namely prolonged engagement, persistent observation,
triangulation, peer debriefing and member checking.

This study applied a number of strategies to ensure credibility. Knowing that a qualitative
researcher is the main instrument to collect data, I invested significant time in the field and
established a good rapport with the participants. Prior to formal interviews or observations, I
had informal chats with the participants so that I was able to become familiar with the setting
and context and the participants would feel comfortable to provide honest and truthful data.
Besides the main documents officially used at each site, I also collected or took pictures of
whatever materials were available in the classroom, such as handouts, PowerPoint slides,
students‟ homework assignments. These materials were very helpful in the interpretation of
data in later stages. Another technique was member checking. There were some interview
transcriptions that needed confirming as I was not very confident about the intended
meanings being communicated. I sent them back to the participants and asked for their
feedback. All these provisions have contributed to ensure the credibility of data collected.

4.9.2 Transferability

Transferability refers to the degree to which research findings can be applicable to other
contexts and settings with other participants (Guba, 1981). In qualitative research, this
concerns only case-to-case transfer (Tobin & Begley, 2004). Transferability of findings may,
however, be facilitated, or made possible through rich accounts of descriptive data. In this
study, readers were provided with detailed explanations of contexts attached to participants‟
experiences and research processes. Also, participants‟ own words were quoted in text and
appendices were enclosed at the back of the thesis. As a result of reading the thesis a
judgement can then be made as to the transferability to a different context. Although
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transferability is not an intended outcome of this study, the findings could resonate more
broadly in other similar higher educational contexts in Vietnam.

4.9.3 Dependability

Dependability answers the question of auditability. This means that if the inquiry was
replicated with the same or similar respondents in the same or similar context, they could
reach repeated findings (Guba, 1981). In other words, findings need to be proven to be
consistent with the raw data. To achieve dependability, researchers need to transparently
describe the research process, which is supposed to be logical, traceable, and clearly
documented (Tobin & Begley, 2004). In this thesis, detailed descriptions of the step-by-step
research process were provided, together with reasons for all the changes made during the
research process. Also, data analysis has yielded „thick descriptions‟ to give readers sufficient
information to judge its dependability.

4.9.4 Confirmability
Confirmability is the degree of neutrality in the research study‟s findings. This marker is
concerned with establishing that the researcher‟s interpretations and findings are clearly
derived from the data (Tobin & Begley, 2004) “rather than the characteristics and preferences
of the researcher” (Shenton, 2004, p. 72). The use of multiple sources of evidence enabled me
to confirm the data. For example, I was able to compare what teachers said in the interview
and what they did in the classroom or what is stated in related documents. I could also check
if there was any mismatch in the information that various participants at the same site
provided. This kind of data triangulation helped reduce my subjectivity and support
confirmability.
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4.10. Ethical considerations

The issue of research ethics is new to me as such a concept is hardly ever discussed in the
Vietnamese context. Undergoing all the steps required by the University Ethics Committee
and responding to the Committee‟s comments enabled me to develop a thorough
understanding of how to maintain ethical conduct as a researcher and how to protect the
participants‟ rights and privacy. Approval for this study was granted by the Research Ethics
and Integrity Office, Murdoch University, Permit number 2017/141.

Each person participated on a voluntary basis and was given the opportunity to withdraw at
any time during the research process. All identities have been protected through the use of
pseudonyms.

4.11 Conclusion

This chapter has documented the research design used in this study as well as clarify the
approach followed at all stages of data collection and analysis. These processes have worked
to support the determination of the findings and the answering of the research question that
underpins this study. The use of Crotty‟s (1998) work to scaffold the study gives it stability
and direction. The application of Guba‟s (1981) four-dimension criteria establishes the
trustworthiness of the study. Adherence to the guidelines provided in the National Statement
on Ethical Conduct in Human Research (2018) ensures that the research has been conducted
appropriately and that the participants have been afforded protection and privacy.
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PART B THE CASE STUDY

This part includes 4 chapters. Chapters 5-8 present the data from the three research sites,
University Duc (Morality), University Tri (Intelligence), and Institute Tai (Talent). Data
pertaining to the individual case study sites were examined in order to develop a deep
understanding of the individual sites. These chapters are then followed by Chapter 8, which
provides a cross-case analysis which identifies similarities and differences at the sites as well
as providing answers to the research questions.

Each site is examined with attention to English language policy and practice. It should be
noted that each Vietnamese HEI normally specialises in one area of education and their
names bear that information. In the interests of confidentiality, the areas of specialisation will
not be disclosed, and the above pseudonyms will be used instead.

The participants include one HoD and three teachers from each institution. Their profiles
portray the participants professionally, their teaching and international travel experience and
activities they are engaged in to improve their English level. A short description of the
classrooms is given for a better visualisation of the context. Each chapter also includes a
detailed analysis of perceptions and practices in relation to Project 2020 and the research
questions underpinning this study. What participants say and do is presented. Each chapter
ends with a synthesis of the information presented suggesting how data from within the sites
relate, and how this information „hangs together‟ with respect to achieving the Project 2020
goal (Lisewski, 2020).

As with their institutions, all participants have a pseudonym to protect their identity. It is
noted that names of people from the same category have a shared feature. Details of the
pseudonyms are presented in Table B.1
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Table B. 1
List of pseudonyms

Institution

Leader participant

Teacher participant

N mes end in ‗uyen‘
University Duc

Duyen

Dung

N mes st rt with ‗D‘

Duong

Dao
University Tri

Truyen

Tram

N mes st rt with ‗Tr‘

Trang

Trinh
Institute Tai

Tuyen

Tuyet

Toan

Tu

Names st rt with ‗T‘
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CHAPTER 5 UNIVERSITY DUC

5.1 University context

5.1.1 Introducing University Duc

Established in the middle of the last century, University Duc is considered the leading
institution in a given field of social sciences. This university prides itself on being home to
many celebrities of the society, including famous educators, writers and poets. Many of the
university‟s lecturers are said to be prominent scholars in their fields. It boasts a high-quality
academic staff, with nearly 200 doctorate degree holders and many of them have been
granted national and international honourable titles.

The university has in excess of 20 faculties and 50 centres and affiliated institutes, offering
undergraduate and post-graduate degrees. Statistics from its website show that University
Duc is now running 45 undergraduate, 49 Masters and 39 Doctoral courses. Annually, there
are new enrolments of approximately 2,000 undergraduates and 1,500 post-graduates. This is
one of the top desirable universities for high school leavers across Vietnam. Students at this
university do not have to pay tuition fees as they are subsidised by the government.

On the university website, it is publicised that University Duc has partnerships with over 150
universities and educational organisations from 35 countries and territories. A long list of
partners is shown; however, no detailed information is indicated about the current status of
the collaborations. A number of undergraduate programs are offered in English. On the
website, it is also stated that academic staff annually have multiple opportunities to be
involved in training and research in other countries. Thousands of international scholars and
students have come to this university to work and study. University Duc is proud to have
successfully hosted many transnational competitions and conferences. Added to this, the
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institution is also involved in many projects funded by the World Bank and the Asian
Development Bank.
University Duc‟s main website is in Vietnamese. It provides up to date information and news.
The page for International Cooperation has two more windows, one in English and the other
in French. The English page has less information than the Vietnamese page while the French
page is under construction with very limited updates. This suggests that the University is
aware of the urgency for communicating their information multilingually although the quality
and quantity of the coverage needs improving. The focus on English and French also
acknowledges contemporary circumstances, as well as „recent‟ significant historical
interfaces within Vietnamese history and its relationship with the wider world.

5.1.2 Organisational structure of the University and the place of English

5.1.2.1 Organisational structure of the University
As can be seen from Diagram 5.1, University Duc has a similar organisational structure as
many of the public education institutions in Vietnam. The whole running of the university is
directed by the University‟s Vietnamese Communist Party Committee. Directly below it is
the University Council, with the majority of members being deans and heads of departments.
The Senate Managing Board takes responsibility for executing the running of all activities,
with the support of the Trade Union and Youth Union. This board has one president and two
vice presidents, in charge of different administrative areas. The Board of Research and
Training, Advisory and Supervision works underneath providing directions to faculties and
various areas of work.
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Diagram 5. 1
Organisational structure of University Duc

University Duc has a vibrant research culture, with several national and regional well-known
research institutes. Its journal of science, which attracts lots of scholars and authors in the
field, has monthly issues. This university also has its own publishing house, meeting the need
of printing textbooks and reference books for the university and external clients.
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Regarding foreign language education, University Duc is one of 10 Vietnamese institutions
which are recognised by Project 2020 to organise English competency examinations using the
CEFR-V. Therefore, test results received from this university are nationally recognised.
Students from other institutions may choose to take English tests with University Duc. The
organisation of these examinations is in the hands of the Quality Assurance Centre. This
centre is an independent body, organising examinations for all faculties. English tests in the
format of VSTEP are created by the Faculty of English and sent to this centre, and then tests
are chosen randomly for a given test day.

5.1.2.2 Faculty of English
This faculty has over 50 lecturers, with five doctorate degree holders with the majority of the
rest of the staff having Master‟s degrees. The faculty is divided into five divisions. Four
divisions are responsible for teaching different subject areas such as English language macro
skills, linguistic aspects of the language, culture, civilisation and literature. These are
designed for the English major students, who are trained to be teachers of English. The fifth
division is named Division of English for Specific Purposes (ESP). The ESP division, with
14 full time lecturers, is designated to the teaching of general English and ESP for students of
non-English majors. However, at the moment, their main job is to teach foundation courses
on English as many other faculties now have their own lecturers who can handle the ESP
courses. Participants in this study come from the ESP division as my research focus is on
implementing the Project 2020 goal for non-English major students.

The Dean of the Faculty of English is an active member of the National Project 2020 board.
This is perhaps why University Duc does not have an institutional Project 2020 steering
committee. Being assigned important national tasks, the Faculty works in close collaboration
with National Project 2020 management. Besides the internal academic tasks, they are given
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authority to run training programs for school teachers. Many of the lecturers are involved in
building course outlines, compiling materials and delivering lectures in different provinces.
These are all focused on English within the context of school, not university English
education.

With both internal and external tasks and collaboration, lecturers from this faculty are seen to
have a very significant workload. Each of the divisions within the Faculty operates with
considerable independence. There is little reference to an overarching approach or plan for
English. Some of the participants revealed that they did their job, designing syllabuses or
creating tests, without peer feedback or consultation with colleagues as everyone had their
own assignments to do. The extent to which this administrative structure and associated work
practices impact Project 2020 implementation within the context of the Faculty is examined
within this chapter.

5.1.2.3 English policy for lecturers
There is an official document clearly stating the required level of English for staff and
lecturers within the University. This document was first issued in 2004 and has been
amended several times. The main requirements are as follows:


Beginning lecturers of English have to gain 7.0 IELTS within two years of
recruitment while lecturing within other subjects requires 5.5



After two years of employment, if a lecturer fails to meet this requirement, the
university has the right to terminate the contract with short term contracted lecturers
or temporarily not allocate classes for tenured lecturers.

This is a strong administrative measure regarding the English requirement for lecturers. From
informal conversations with academics working there, it was said that this regulation has
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been strictly applied throughout the University. This suggests that the University‟s leadership
values the importance of foreign languages, specifically English, in the enhancement of
academic opportunities within the University.

Most faculties are now able to teach the unit of English for Specific Purposes for their own
students. This job used to be undertaken by lecturers of the Faculty of English. A large
number of lecturers have gained their PhD degrees, which means that they have already met a
high requirement for competency in a foreign language, and thus they are no longer
dependent on the Faculty of English. Some faculties can even deliver specialised courses in
English.
The strong determination of the University‟s leaders in terms of improving lecturers‟ foreign
language competency has been seen to create a favourable condition for English education
within the University and the implementation of Project 2020 in particular.

5.1.2.4 English education policy for students
In accordance with direction from the National Foreign Languages Project 2020, University
Duc publicised an official document in August 2016 regarding English exit requirement. All
students enrolled from 2016 learning English as a general subject must achieve at least B1
level (or Level 3) before graduation. This is the recommended level for university exit
requirement by Project 2020.

As stated previously, University Duc has been chosen as one of the ten test official organisers
of VSTEP. Students at this university have to sit this examination (VSTEP) to meet the
requirement for foreign language competency upon graduation.
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5.2 English curriculum design at University Duc

Data indicate that not many academics are involved in the process of designing English
curriculum at University Duc. One of the teacher participants said,

I worked with the HoD to plan the overall program for all the 3 level groups. I was in
charge of designing 3 syllabuses for A2 level groups. I made decisions about which
parts in the main textbook to omit, time allocation for each section, supplementary
materials to cover in each lesson. After I completed my work, I sent it to the HoD to
review. (Dao)

This quote suggests that this process was done independently by one academic and then after
approval the document was handed down to teachers to implement. There was not much
collective feedback or collaboration from other teachers.

Referring back to the model of the curriculum jigsaw (Scarino et al., 1988), there was
absence of attention to strategies for learning and teaching and evaluation. As Dao describes,
the process was simply about selecting content from the textbook and adding extra testpreparation materials to a given timeframe. Curriculum theory or curriculum design processes
were not adequately addressed when documents guiding teachers in delivering courses were
developed. The English curriculum design did not appear to be governed by any theoretical
interpretation about how a second language was best learned and how this impacted language
teaching.

5.2.1 English syllabuses

Even though requested, full access to all English syllabuses was not provided. However, the
data that were provided indicated that the syllabus documents did not provide any
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information about goals or objectives. The four main headings included in the syllabuses
were:


Textbooks used



Assessment



Students‟ responsibilities



Teaching contents

As can be seen from Extract 5.1, the main textbook Life was used to divide different lessons.

Extract 5. 1

Homework
LIFE A2-B1

Exam skills
assignment
+ Write a

Unit 1: Health

paragraph of
1A

Listening

about 150 - 200

technique 1

words about your

+ Grammar: Present Simple tense, adverbs of

+

frequency

Phillip, D

Listening: Listen to a health expert talking

p.29

about a questionnaire
Week

daily routine,
using adverbs of
frequency

+ Re ding: Questionn ire ―How well do you
sleep?‖

1

+ In your

+ Pronunciation: Pronouncing the ending

+

sounds -s and -es

notebook, write

Speaking: Ask and answer about the

down again

frequency of daily routine activities with
cl ssm tes, using ―How often ...‖

Speaking 1:

answers to

Ask and

questions in

respond

Exercise 11, page
13
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+ Write down

1B

new vocabulary
+ Reading: The secret of long life

in Section 1C and

+ Vocabulary: Free time activities, go/do/play
+ Listening: Listen to a radio interview with
an explorer cum a journalist.

1D with a
relevant meaning
in Vietnamese

+ Grammar: Present Simple and Present
Continuous tense
+ Speaking: Ask and answer about daily
routine

In this document, linguistic forms such as Grammar, Vocabulary and Pronunciation were
preferred over meaning. This was also evident in homework assignments, which required
students to focus on (written) spelling and translation (into Vietnamese). These elements had
little connection with using the language for real communicative purposes. These all reflected
an approach that was fundamentally focused on formS (Long & Robinson, 1998) and that
reflected the traditional Vietnamese culture of learning rather than the aspirations of the
Project 2020 goal.

It was noticeable that besides using the Life series as the main textbook, there was a
document called Exam Folders being used in the classroom. These were compiled by
teachers of the ESP Department to prepare students for tests. A teacher in charge of syllabus
design stated that,
This h s cre ted

big worklo d for

limited number of st ff… We c n‘t write the

syllabuses in great detail but generally teachers know which contents from the main
textbook and which contents from the Exam folder to cover in each lesson. They have
to decide lesson objectives by themselves based on the overall target of preparing
students for VSTEP and the teaching contents suggested in the syllabus. (Dao)
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This was actually a dilemma. They used the Life books because they had received free copies
for students for two years with a commitment to use this series for the future. However, they
now find this Life series not a proper teaching resource for preparing students for VSTEP.
And the book is e sier th n students‘ level (Dao). In the next section, there is further
examination of the Life series.

5.2.2 English textbooks

The Life Series is being used at University Duc as the main teaching resource. It is a 6-level
textbook series focused on the 4 skills of listening, speaking, reading and writing, intended by
the author to make “learning English an exploration of the world” (Hill, 2014, p. 193). The
textbooks‟ contents, including images, articles and videos, are drawn from National
Geographic, the official magazine of the National Geographic Society.

Each book has 12 units, and each unit has 6 sections. A wide range of topics drawn from
National Graphic are covered in these textbooks, such as people and places, science and
technology, history, animals and environment. Adding visuals to the series is a DVD with 12
videos, each of which is linked with a unit.
Every unit starts with an „opener‟ that introduces the topic of the lesson (see Image 5.1). Then
comes Sections A and B that introduce new grammar and vocabulary through reading and
listening texts. Section C focuses on reading comprehension and critical thinking. Section D
gives students an opportunity to learn functional or situational language. Section E is
intended for writing skills and Section F comprises video comprehension exercises. All units
end with a Review section that provides practice activities and „can-do‟ statements.
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Image 5. 1
A sn pshot of n ‗Opener‘ p ge

With respect to the approach adopted by the series, it is asserted that, “the primary focus is on
the topic content before learners‟ attention is drawn to the target grammar” (Hill, 2014, p.
10). If by “topic content” Hill intends „meaning making‟, then this coheres with
understandings about how SLA should be reflected in SLT. Ellis (2006, 2018) argues
persuasively for SLT to recognise that form emerges out of meaning and not the other way
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round. The extent to which Hill‟s stated approach accurately reflects the design and use of the
textbook series will be explored in this study.
Grammar is presented through adapted “authentic reading and listening texts” (Hill, 2013, p.
10). Students are encouraged to notice and then analyse the form, meaning and use of the
target grammar in different ways. Following the presentation of grammar is the Practice
sections which “give learners an opportunity to personalise the structures and practise them
in the context of their own experiences and situations” (Hill, 2013, p. 10). There is always a
final task focusing on students creating their own output, using the target grammar and any
other appropriate language “in a meaningful context” (Hill, 2013, p. 10). What is seen here is
a mismatch between how the units are described (meaning focused) and the individual foci in
the contents of the units (form focused).

The Life books with the National Geographic connection means that language learning is
contextualised in a wide range of different cultural and geographic locations. It is presumably
designed so that learners have greater exposure, at least at surface level, to the globalised
world. Therefore, with reference to Project 2020‟s goal, the design of the Life series is seen to
be compatible. In Sections 5.4, 5.5 and 5.6 of this chapter, there will be a close look at how
these core textbooks are utilised at University Duc and how the original design intentions are
incorporated into the teaching approaches utilised in English classrooms.

5.2.3 English placement test and English courses

After enrolment, students are asked to take a placement test. This is an A2 level (level 2) test
including 4 parts for reading, listening, writing and speaking skills. Students passing the A2
level test (Group 1) are arranged into A2-B1 classes. Students below A2 level (Group 2)

123
follow a 10-credit English syllabus and then have to find ways to reach the required B1 level
by themselves.

Table 5. 1
English courses at University Duc

English 1

English 2

English 3

English 1

English 2

English 3

A1-A2

A1-A2

A1-A2

A2-B1

A2-B1

A2-B1

3 credits

3 credits

4 credits

Group 1
Group 2

3 credits

3 credits

4 credits

It is noted that the University only arranges 70% of the students into English classes; the
others are forced to learn another foreign language such as French, Russian or Chinese even
though they have signed up for English. Students not taking the placement test, and some
whose level of achievement in English is considered very limited must do other languages
other than English. From informal conversations with academics, it was revealed that the
University needs to allocate workload for teachers of French, Russian and Chinese as they are
full time and in tenured positions.

5.2.4 English language classrooms

All the classes I observed at University Duc were conducted in a tall, modern glass building.
It is stuffy in the corridors but there is an air-conditioner in each classroom, which contributes
to the students‟ attentiveness. In addition to a whiteboard, the teachers also use a projector to
play the ready-made PowerPoint slides on a large screen. However, in contrast to the
convenience and advantages of modern technical facilities, the furniture makes it impossible
to arrange the rooms to accommodate different activities and group configurations. Long
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tables with attached chairs fill the rooms with only a very narrow walkway in the middle.
This limited teaching approaches and strategy use in the classrooms.

In general, University Duc can be said to have provided a fertile ground for foreign language
education, especially English teaching and learning. The University leaders have recognised
the importance of foreign languages in the pursuit of academic and professional excellence.
The strong commitment in maintaining a foreign language requirement for their teaching staff
has created a favourable environment for language learning among all the academics. Being
well recognised by Project 2020, the Faculty of English was proudly assigned many
important external tasks, contributing an important part in realising many of the national
goals associated with English language education. The following sections, however, examine
the extent to which these advantages impacted the implementation of Project 2020 within the
institution itself, particular with respect to the specific goal that is the focus of this study.
In the following sections, participants‟ profiles and their personal and professional stances
and perceptions will be presented together with an exploration of how they use textbooks and
syllabus documentation in their teaching practices to support the development of their nonEnglish major students so that they can communicate independently and confidently in
multilingual and multicultural environments.

5.3 Introducing Duyen, Vice Head of English for Specific Purposes Division
I think most of the te chers don‘t h ve exposure to communic ting with people from
other cultures; the language they learn is mainly bookish and the language they speak
is mainly within the classroom context. (Duyen)
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This quote suggests that as a leader of the division, Duyen was not positive about the
successful implementation of the Project 2020 goal at her own institution due to teachers‟
restricted experience and language competence.

5.3.1 Personal context

Duyen has an undergraduate background in English-Vietnamese interpretation and translation.
However, after graduation she secured a job as a university lecturer, working as a teacher of
English for 11 years and an academic leader for 3 years. Duyen is a type of active young
person who never lets herself rest for a moment.

Duyen had such a tight schedule that I had to wait for over 2 months for an interview with her.
She was spending a lot of time outside her institution. Besides teaching and administrating
the division, she was also involved in writing English textbooks, organising conferences and
going to provinces to deliver training sessions for schoolteachers. Prior to my interview, she
was away for 4 weeks to do a short training course in the USA. I was really impressed by her
long record of conference presentations and published articles.

5.3.2 Interpreting the Project 2020 goal

Duyen stated that Project 2020 expected students to demonstrate relevant cultural
background knowledge when meeting people from different cultures. She admitted that
culture is a broad term. Although she could not give a definition for what she meant by
„culture‟, examples given suggested knowledge about things such as festivals or food. This
indicates that Duyen adopted the F-words approach (Norris, 2020) in understanding culture.
In this way, culture is mainly concernd with family, food, festivals, folktales, famous places,
and so forth and is seen to have little or no linkage with language.
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Duyen also added that in order to be confident when communicating across cultures, the
person must have obtained a certain level of linguistic competence; low level people cannot
be confident. Her viewpoint indicates that she believes language competence to be a
precursor to learners being able to be confident in interactions. There is a lack of recognition
that even beginning learners can make meaning and communicate with confidence in spite of
limited language resources. Duyen‟s comments about low level people suggest limited
understanding. Linguistic competence is not just about grammar, but it is more importantly
about communication; language learners should have communicative competence (Ellis,
2019; Norris & Reitzenstein, 2019).

5.3.3 Addressing the goal within the administration of the faculty

Not being part of senior management of the faculty, Duyen admitted that she had not had a
chance to look at the overarching English curriculum of the faculty. Because of this, she was
uncertain about how the Project 2020 goal was formally addressed in her institution.
However, she surmised that they would copy all the descriptions for B1 level and make it our
objectives and that,

there would be no clearly defined objective of students communicating in multilingual
and multicultural contexts… We have never talked about that in any of our academic
discussions... We are now just paying attention to what students can do for different
language skills, but we are not so sure about what the ultimate goal of our teaching
English for students is.

By mentioning this, Duyen seemed to have realised that there was something that needed to
be done in terms of addressing the faculty‟s own teaching goal that they had not considered.
This looked incongruous given that this HoD of an institution that was actively engaged in
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Project 2020 had not ever thought about the implications of this project for students in her
own institution.

5.3.4 Duyen in brief

Duyen appears to be a confident lecturer with strong English linguistic competency. Her
heavy responsibilities and long publication record suggest that she is a productive faculty
member. However, the administrative structure of this University does not enable people like
Duyen, in a middle management position, to be involved in University policy and decision
making. This influenced her capacity to shape curriculum and pedagogy within the Faculty.
Also, her external work associated with Project 2020 had reduced her internal focus and
activities. She had less time for managing academic matters within her department, and much
work was assigned to her colleagues.

Duyen viewed culture as separated from language. Towards the end of her interview,
however, she appeared to have transformed her thinking. She said,

I see from your research that there is now a big hole that we have never thought
about. But we cannot do it right away. My guess is that for the time being the Project
is focused on linguistic competence; they might set the target of making students
interculturally competent for a later period.
All the „my guess‟, „they might, and „we cannot do it right away‟ expressed that Duyen was
very uncertain about what Project 2020 was doing. Her „on the ground‟ work within her own
Institution was also significantly impacted by her own academic training being outside of
learning and teaching, her heavy workload, and her external focus.
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5.4 Introducing Diem

I myself see that I have limited knowledge about foreign cultures and I'm not
confident about what I know. I'd like to join a short course in another country so that
I can improve my language skills and have authentic exposure to other cultures.
(Diem)

This quote suggests that this teacher was not self-confident about her intercultural
communicative competence. This issue of teachers‟ limitations was also mentioned by Duyen,
the acting HoD.

5.4.1 Personal context

Diem is a young teacher who has been in the job for 7 years. She used to be an English major
student of this faculty and after graduating with a distinction degree she was offered the job.
She chose to study the teaching of English because this pathway offered better employment
opportunities than were available in other subject areas. She did not plan to do anything
specific to improve her English level. Instead, she sought opportunities to interact with
foreigners, for example, going to training workshops or catching up with foreign neighbours.
This is interesting because she is at least clearly articulating important aspects of becoming a
multilingual, multicultural speaker. Diem had never been to any foreign countries. Her
expectation of going to an English-speaking country for further study indicates Diem values
the opportunity to be in an environment where the target language is widely spoken and
simultaneously she can acquire cultural knowledge in real life situations.
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5.4.2 What is said

5.4.2.1 Interpreting the Project 2020 goal

Diem paraphrased the Project 2020 goal as expecting students to talk to foreigners
confidently. „Being confident‟, to Diem, meant not feeling shy or reluctant and expressing
their ideas without being afraid of making mistakes or being laughed at. This is a very
different perspective from that offered by her acting HoD. For Diem, to function well in a
multicultural context, students should have some knowledge of the culture of the person they
are communicating with. Section 5.4.3 will examine how this teacher helped students become
confident and how students‟ mistakes were dealt with.

5.4.2.2 Addressing the Project 2020 goal in her teaching

Admitting that the given Project 2020 goal was not mentioned in their syllabus in any shape
or form, Diem said that she sometimes tried to make students more familiar with other
cultures. What she referred to as other cultures is foreign ccents, dos nd don‘ts or special
occasions. These comments suggest a limited understanding of the links between language
and culture. Diem stressed that all this cultural stuff is just given a limited touch as most of
the time was spent to meet the prescribed objectives of exit requirements.

She said that the ultimate goal of her teaching is,

focusing more on exam-preparation, helping students improve their listening,
speaking, writing and reading skill and gain high marks in the exam. The exit
requirement for students is B1 so we have to make it a target, focusing more on
grammar, vocabulary, test format and test tips.
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This teacher was quite firm in the way she talked about all these teaching objectives. Diem is
one the many typical Vietnamese teachers of English who follow test-oriented teaching. This
common practice is evident in abundance in research about teaching English in Vietnam
(Albright, 2018; Pham & Bui, 2019).

5.4.3 What is done

5.4.3.1 Teaching environment

The class observed was a big class of nearly 30 students. The majority of the class were girls.
They were second year students coming from different faculties. Most of them came to class
on time and were attentive during class time.

5.4.3.2 Teaching materials

The textbook being used for this class was the Life A1-A2 (2015), intended for A1 students
moving toward A2. The titles of the textbook sections of the observed classes were: Problems
with technology, Going on holiday, and Planning a holiday. The teacher omitted most of the
listening and speaking activities, but she used all the vocabulary and grammar sections. She
did carry out some listening tasks but did not give students sufficient support such as
discussing the context or pre-teaching key vocabulary. Therefore, very often it ended up with
Diem herself giving answers to the given questions.

5.4.3.3 Teaching strategies

At the beginning of each lesson, there was a presentation from a group of students on a given
topic they had chosen at the beginning of the semester. The topics were in accordance with
the contents of the textbook units. My observations suggest that all the presentations were
rehearsed, and students were reading from scripts. They were not communicating their ideas
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naturally, but rather reading out loud what had been written, so it was very hard to understand
their intended meanings. Confident language use was also difficult to determine given that
presentations were read. This activity certainly did not involve interactive communication
and it was certainly not prioritised. This was confirmed by the teachers‟ feedback which only
involved pronunciation, spelling and illustrations on PowerPoint slides.

Code-mixing was often used by this teacher. Below is an extract from her class:
Chúng t đã biết một số thông tin v [We‟ve got some information about] Australia and
Canada. What about Vietnam? Bây giờ [Now] work in pairs and answer the 5 questions.

As documented in the literature review, translanguaging and the mixing of linguistic codes is
associated with communication in the contemporary environment of the „multilingual turn‟
(García, 2011; Wei, 2018). However, there is little research evidence about the usefulness of
such practices in the environment of the language classroom (May, 2013a; Norris &
Reitzenstein, 2019). Code-mixing is a useful strategy with bilingual students, but these
students are not bilingual. Furthermore, the code mixing in this case is not planned or enacted
for any pedagogical reason designed to support the development of multilingual
communication.
With respect to the teaching of grammar, observation of Diem‟s classes indicates a formfocused approach (Ellis & Shintani, 2014; Long, 1991). Below is an extract from a session
where the grammar of h ve to/don‘t h ve to, c n/c n‘t was taught.
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Image 5. 2

As can be seen (Image 5.2) the targeted grammar items are introduced in contexts first,
focusing on meaning, in this instance visa requirements in Australia. However, Diem did not
follow the sequence suggested in the book. Instead, she did it her own way, writing the forms
on the board and giving her own examples as follows.
1) Have to + infinitive: diễn tả cần thiết làm việc gì đó [expressing the necessity of
doing something]
You have to finish your homework before class.
He has to wash his clothes every day.
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2) Can
-

Ability: I can swim.

-

Possibility: It c n‘t r in tod y.

-

Ask for permission: Can I go out?

This shows that this teacher was not aware of the fact that the grammar here had been
intentionally introduced in a specific cultural context rather than in the traditional way of
focusing on formS (Long & Robinson, 1998). It was contextualised within cultural content
related to Australia. Not only was there an opportunity presented here for the focus on form
to emerge out of making meaning from these sentences but also, there was an opportunity
here to explore further information about Australia. However, Diem was unable to see the
connection to culture and act on it to enrich the cultural experience of the students. Diem did
not ask questions or give students any chance to contribute ideas; they just listened passively
and sometimes gave short answers or took notes. Her examples were formS focused (Long &
Robinson, 1998). She did not pay any attention to the meanings of the sentences or take the
opportunity to discuss any aspects of the Australian culture.

Diem did not provide the students with opportunities to use the language purposefully. She
was only interested in grammatically correct answers. This is well reflected in the session
reported below.
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Image 5. 3

For this exercise, the teacher gave students 2 minutes to work on their own and then she
checked as a class. Below is an extract of interaction between the teacher and the students.

Teacher

Is that three in the morning?

Students

b

Teacher

Was that the Encasa Hotel?

Students

e

Teacher

The number is 603 2169 2266.

Students

a

This continued to the last question and the teacher moved on to the next activity. The students
did not even have a chance to say the sentences out loud.
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There was no evidence of pair work or group work used to help students become confident as
advocated by Diem in the interview. Also, there were no attempts to explain or practise
cultural content. The students had very limited opportunities to really communicate in
English.

5.4.4 Diem in brief

Diem appeared to be a not very confident teacher due to her limited teaching experience and
little exposure to other cultures. My observations also show that she was not using flexible
and effective teaching techniques to help students even gain linguistic content, let alone
communicative or intercultural competence. The students just tried to complete textbook
tasks without discussing with friends. And on the part of the teacher, there was no uptake on
potential areas offered through the textbook to develop communicative skills. No evidence of
supporting the realisation of Project 2020 is observed in her classroom. Form was the
significant focus as her teaching is purely test-oriented. The Life textbooks do provide
opportunities for teachers to generate a more meaningful language use environment. Diem
did not utilise the potential offered through the textbook, so a blocker to addressing the goal
was created through her own pedagogy.

5.5 Introducing Duong

The hardest part was getting used to a strange accent although many of the people I
met were native speakers of English. Added to that, each individual was attached to
their own way of thinking, religious and cultural beliefs, all of which need time to be
understood. For example, participants of the course I did in the US came from
different countries, like Germany, the US and UK. So, we spoke a variety of Englishes.
(Duong)
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Duong found accents something that caused difficulty in understanding people. She named
Australian English, American English and British English, each of which has a distinct
accent. Duong had had significant exposure to different Englishes but, in our conversation,
she was unable to see difference beyond accent in her experience with English speakers. She
did mention people‘s w y of thinking, religion nd cultur l beliefs. However, it was not
evident in her classroom practice.

5.5.1 Personal context

Duong was in her late career years. With 26 years of experience, Duong was one of the most
senior teachers at her faculty. She was born into a family with a teaching tradition, so it was
no wonder she became a teacher of English following in her father‟s footsteps. She was not
doing anything intentionally to improve her language competency as she believed by
preparing lessons, she could learn new language knowledge. In addition to teaching English
as a foreign language for non-English major students, Duong taught English literature and
civilisation - cultures of English-speaking countries. Culture, in this case, was taught
separated from language, using a cultural studies and high culture approach (as explained in
Section 3.1.2.2) Also, she was involved in delivering training sessions for school teachers in
some provinces.

Duong had had extensive international travel experience. She did her TESOL course in the
U.S and participated in a conference in the U.K, and once escorted a Vietnamese delegation
to New Zealand and Australia as an interpreter. She also travelled to Cambodia and
Singapore as a tourist. Although all this overseas exposure gave her an understanding of what
she needed to do for her students, Duong admitted that I am not very confident but with my
international travel experience, I can give students support with respect to checking in at an
airport, visa issues or cultural aspects.
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This is a very limited range of information associated with cultural experiences that students
should have access to. It does not suggest a multicultural or multilingual perspective being
used to inform her pedagogy.

5.5.2 What is said

5.5.2.1 Interpreting the Project 2020 goal
Duong said that the goal Project 2020 has set up was a grand goal. In her understanding,
Project 2020 expects students to be able to use English as a means of communication to work
directly with native speakers. Her interpretation was just limited to native speakers while
Project 2020 had targeted a wider international community. Duong was, however, able to
identify some features of the contemporary world that suggested that she did have a broader
understanding of what her students needed to know. She said that students have to integrate
themselves into a globalised environment where everyone is equal and speaks English as a
common language; they have to learn about and respect the culture of their communicative
partner while still maintaining their own culture.

5.5.2.2 Addressing the Project 2020 goal in her teaching
This teacher confirmed that in academic meetings the idea of preparing students for
communicating in a multilingual and multicultural environment had never been touched on,
but they did discuss, in general terms, the idea of communicative competence. However, she
personally thought that it was necessary to build intercultural competence in students. Her
advice was,

Whenever possible, teachers should explain cultural knowledge to the students as they
are still young nd don‘t h ve ny experience. For ex mple, in one of my lessons I
was surprised when one of my students said that she had never stayed in a hotel; then
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I could not ask any furthur questions about her travel experience. Instead, I had to tell
them my own experience. (Duong)

Most of her students came from rural areas with very little contact with life outside their
village. Moreover, going away for a holiday is something many Vietnamese people have no
experience of in their whole life, therefore being a topic in a textbook this needs perhaps to be
treated differently. The above quote indicates Duong‟s flexibility in the way she was trying to
provide students with cultural experience „at a distance‟. Among many other cultural aspects,
this teacher thought that the dos nd don‘ts were the most important to learn, such as how to
behave politely and what questions they should avoid asking. Much of the dos nd don‘ts
express culture through language. If a teacher is aware of this fact, cultural aspects can be
effectively introduced while the dos and don‟ts are discussed.

Duong did not advocate preparing linguistically weak students for communicative
competence, let alone intercultural communication. She said that if students are too weak,
then it is more difficult to develop their communicative competence; instead, I will have to be
more focused on linguistic knowledge. This reflects a limited viewpoint about the link
between language and culture and a lack of understanding of SLA. Cultural aspects actually
can be embedded in any level of language input, even for beginning learners. Her inability to
recognise this may be as a result of her involvement in teaching English cultural studies,
literature and civilisation, where the link with language itself is often not acknowledged.

In order to help students to become more confident and independent users of English, Duong
said she used scaffolding strategy. She would put students in pair work first so that they felt
less shy, then she asked them to work in a group or answer her questions as a whole class
activity. And when students were well prepared, the teacher may ask them to come up front
and speak. This is a common practice in the Vietnamese educational context, and is
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influenced by Confucianism, as discussed in Section 2.1 on the Vietnamese culture of
learning. Her dual purpose for using different groupings in a class was to diversify their
speaking partners so that they will be less reluctant when talking to a stranger. This would
enhance students‟ confidence in communicating with others and potentially in multilingual
and multicultural contexts. Despite the potential effectiveness of pair work and group work,
Duong found it time-consuming, which was really a factor to consider in her context of
limited contact hours. She added that teachers have to cover Exam Folder materials, which
prepare students for the test. The main textbook just teaches general English with no test
preparation relevance. Exam Folders are the compilation of test items done by some teachers.
These documents are said to be similar to the real exit test in terms of test format and
language difficulty. It is important to note that the Life textbooks, which are chosen and
recommended to institutions by Project 2020, have little compatibility to what is tested in the
exit examination.

Preparing students for multilingual and multicultural communication, Duong said that she
often used videos to give them some exposure to authentic language use. Another technique
was to provide students with templates. For example, when a language function, such as
making suggestions, was introduced, she would tell students a list of structures or set phrases
that native speakers would use. By doing so, she believed students have more linguistic
knowledge in hand so that they could readily use those resources in real communication
situations. This looks like an attempt to teach the conventions of specific text types, which
might be useful for preparing students for real life communication. This aligns with research
into SLA and SLT and with the work of Ellis and Shintani (2014), who ultimately
recommend that it is not a lexical or a grammatical syllabus but a hybrid syllabus, which is
built around the idea of language functions plus grammar, that makes a better option for a
language course.
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5.5.3 What is done

5.5.3.1 Teaching environment
The observed class was a small one of about 20 students, majoring in different areas. These
are low level students, who seem not to be motivated to learn English. Many of them attended
the lessons without saying even a word.
5.5.3.2 Teaching materials
The textbook used for this class is the Life A1-A2 (Hughes et al., 2015). This is the lowest
level in the Life series, intended for students of level A1 approaching level A2. Topics
covered are as below,

Unit 1: People

Unit 7: Journeys

Unit 2: Possessions

Unit 8: Appearance

Units 3: Places

Unit 9: Film and the arts

Unit 4: Free time

Unit 10: Science

Unit 5: Food

Unit 11: Tourism

Unit 6: Money

Unit 12: The Earth

Both the teacher and students used the colour-printed books, which were provided free of
charge by Project 2020. Each student had an account which gives access to the online
resources which had been specifically designed for the Life series. Teachers had the authority
to check reports about how students completed online exercises. At the beginning of each
lesson, Duong gave feedback on students‟ progress with their online tasks.
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Online resources were said to consolidate the contents covered in the student‟s textbooks,
including grammar and vocabulary. There were also listening exercises in which students had
opportunities to listen to a text of similar topic as in class. Online tasks were for students to
do after they finished the equivalent textbook section in class. It should be noted that blended
learning was starting to be applied in Vietnam in some higher education institutions.

5.5.3.3 Teaching strategies
Te cher‘s use of English not comprehensible for students

It was observed that the teacher took most of the talking time. She used English to give
instructions and feedback. However, the low-level students seemed not to understand their
teacher. It often ended up with the teacher constantly translating what was said in English
into Vietnamese. What made it more difficult for students was that while giving instruction,
Duong just read what was written in the book without modifying and explaining anything. As
such, the teacher worked very hard, talking almost nonstop during the class hours, but it was
not effective.

Some students were observed copying answers from friends and writing in their book. This
face-saving act is very common in Vietnamese education. Students are not aware of the real
benefits of learning for themselves. They are more interested in filling in the answers just for
the sake of completion and in the worst case, if called upon by the teacher, they can at least
read out loud what has been copied, which is seen as preferable to confessing that they do not
understand the given question.

Textbook utilisation reflecting a formS focus

Classroom observation data indicate that most of the listening and speaking activities were
omitted while writing tasks were assigned as homework. The teacher only used textbook
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sections on reading, grammar and vocabulary. It was observed that little effort was made to
use those linguistic items for purposeful communication. In Exercise 3, page 136 (see Image
5.4), language items for suggesting and responding are introduced in a context through a
listening activity, where two friends are talking about a holiday in South America.

As can be seen from Exercise 5, students are provided an opportunity to use the grammatical
structures previously presented to fulfil a communicative task by role playing. However, the
teacher did not follow the procedure suggested in the textbook. She, instead, drew students‟
attention to the useful phrases while writing them on the board:

Making suggestions:
Why don‘t you + V?
Why not + v-ing?
It I were you, I‘d + V
How/what about + V-ing?
Let‘s + V
Then she asked students to use „h ve p rty‘ with the structures above. Some students were
asked to read out loud the complete sentences. This practice suggests that the language
produced was out of context, with a focus on formS (Long & Robinson, 1998), rather than
communicating any meaning.
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Image 5. 4
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Group work and pair work sometimes used

Most class hours constituted teacher lecturing and students working individually. Sometimes,
other groupings, such as pair work and group work, were formed. However, it was not
evident that the teacher‟s use of pair work and group work was for developing students‟
confidence in using the target language. In Activity 1, Unit 11a (Image 5.5), students are
asked to work in pairs to complete the activity.

The teacher read the instruction and translated into Vietnamese. While the students were
working in pairs, Duong came to different pairs and she read out the students‟ written
answers. At the end of the activity, the correct answers were checked as a whole class, with
the teacher reading out loud and explaining, and/or translating into Vietnamese. It seemed
that this pair work activity gave a chance for the students to help each other find the correct
words for the definition, rather than discussing different viewpoints with a partner. The
teacher‟s interference with her students working in pairs prevented them from freely talking
and exchanging ideas with their partner in English.
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Image 5. 5
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5.5.4 Duong in brief

With extensive experience and knowledge in teaching cultures and civilisation of Englishspeaking countries, Duong appears to be able to articulate many aspects involved in
intercultural communication. However, in practice, observation data indicate that Duong
focused more on form, including grammar and vocabulary rather than developing
intercultural interaction skills for students. It was noted that Duong was able to talk about
language functions, the sort of linguistic syllabus that Ellis and Shantani (2013) recommend,
even though she was not completely conscious of this. She had been teaching long enough
and she had been overseas a few times, so she was able to at least have a sense of what she
should be doing. However, without professional learning opportunities, Duong had not been
able to effectively accommodate her experiential knowledge within the curriculum design or
practical activities of her classroom. In other words, intuitively she could do it but there was
no tangible connection with either theoretical understandings of SLA and SLT or Project
2020. It also needs to be recognised that her teaching activities were strongly influenced by
test requirements.

5.6 Introducing Dao
I think I h ven‘t got enough exposure to the world‘s cultures to be very confident.
However, this modern society has enabled us to search for information on
communication etiquette before we interact with people from another culture. We will
know wh t we should do nd wh t we shouldn‘t do so th t we c n communic te
appropriately with them. (Dao)

I felt her modesty when Dao said that she was not confident in helping students develop their
intercultural competence. With her strong linguistic proficiency in English and frequent
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interaction with foreigners, Dao could enunciate what is needed for successful
communication in this interconnected world.

5.6.1 Personal context

At high school, Dao was a gifted student at English and got a university placement with
entrance examination exemption. One year after graduation from university, she became a
teacher of English and has now had 14 years of experience. Besides teaching general English,
she teaches Information and Communication Technology (ICT) for English major students.

Dao proudly informed me that she had just gained an IELTS of 8.0. She said she did not lack
an English-speaking environment as she used the language a lot when she taught Vietnamese
for foreigners. Not having much overseas travel experience, Dao expected to have a chance to
come to Australia to do further study. She would take the time to be engaged in the local life
and culture.

5.6.2 What is said

5.6.2.1 Interpreting the Project 2020 goal
Dao‟s first comment was that those people up there writing down these big words do not
really understand the very essence of this goal. She knew that this was a very common story
of how Vietnamese policy and associated documents were often formulated and articulated.
Her own interpretation of the project‟s goal was that students were expected to not only listen
or speak in English, but they can also communicate appropriately with people from other
cultures. The word „appropriately‟ indicates that Dao was well aware of what intercultural
communication should be like. This involves “acting-interacting-thinking-valuing-talking
(sometimes writing-reading) in the „appropriate way‟ with the „appropriate‟ props at the
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„appropriate‟ times in the „appropriate‟ places” (Gee, 2011, p. 34). Dao added that when
meeting foreigners they should not apply their Vietnamese norms but follow international
standards; they should respect cultural differences; otherwise, there will be
misunderstanding. This teacher was able to spell out one of the five key dimensions of
intercultural competence proposed by Byram (1997), the attitude of respect toward the other
culture.

For this teacher, the ability to communicate independently and confidently involved
expressing meaning without help from others, and not feeling shy when asking the
interlocutor to repeat or explain. Also, she mentioned the skill of using various ways to
convey the intended meanings, for example paraphrasing when exact words were not found.
She said if they c n‘t find the intended words they can say in different ways or ask the person
they re communic ting with for words th t they c n‘t think of.

5.6.2.2 Addressing the Project 2020 goal in her teaching

Dao advocated the intention of Project 2020 that develops communication skills in students.
She reasoned that,

We all can see a big problem of not focusing on speaking skills in teaching English
throughout our education from Year 1 to Year 12. All kinds of tests are paper based.
Oral skills are not tested. Even, the national university entrance English test is nearly
100% multiple-choice.
In this sense, she agreed that Project 2020‟s goal could create a big change for the practice of
teaching and learning foreign languages in Vietnam. However, she also saw this as a
challenge for university teachers of English as school leavers are so inculcated into the
traditional way of learning with a focus on features of form rather than meaning. She said
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high school le vers don‘t h ve ny communic tive competence, so university te chers c n‘t
do much to improve the situation.

Dao admitted that at her faculty, the objective of preparing students for multicultural
communication was not at all mentioned in any of the syllabuses. She also added that even in
the description of B1, B2 or C1 level approved by the Ministry [of Education and Training]
this competence is not included, either. This means that her institution is not alone in this
respect. The ability to communicate in a multilingual and multicultural context is not
mentioned in the CEFR-V.

This teacher was one of the key teachers involved in syllabus design. She worked with the
department leader to sketch the overall program for all the 3 level groups and was directly in
charge of designing 3 syllabuses for the A2 level group. She said I made decisions about
parts in the main textbook to omit, time allocation for each part, supplementary materials to
cover in each lesson. After I completed my work, I sent it to the HoD to review. The process
of syllabus design, in this case, involved an examination of the Life books provided by
Project 2020 and deciding on content and time for the sections that were used. This was
mainly based on the subjective choice of an individual rather than a faculty team.

Talking about reasons for leaving out an activity or task which she regarded as easy, Dao said,

I will skip a section that I know for sure that they have learnt for 10 times. For
gr mm r sections I just spend time m king sure th t students won‘t confuse r ther
than teaching as new language items. Or when I get students to do reading tasks, they
get all their answers correct. This means they are not learning anything new, and they
can self-study those sections.
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This comment suggests that individual teachers make alterations to the use of textbooks and
that there is little Department or Faculty oversight. In this instance, Dao chose to just revise
grammar knowledge rather than teaching it as a new language item, as she knew her students
had already been taught the relevant information. She was very aware that the grammar had
been repeatedly taught and that there was no point in her teaching it again. This suggests that
she innately understood SLA and therefore tried to „move on‟ with grammar and use and
apply it in different ways.

Dao agreed that Project 2020 was right when aiming at preparing students for multilingual
and multicultural communication. She said,

We now use English as an international means of communication; it is no longer a
possession of the UK, U.S or Australia but it belongs to all users of the language. We
don‘t need to spe k English s n tive spe kers do. Inste d, it is import nt to know
about cultures of the world rather than cultures of those English-speaking countries.

It can be said that her observations are very incisive. Dao was among few teachers who had
realised that monolingual native speakers were no longer the only norms that users of English
need to know. There has been a shift toward multi-competence (Cook, 2013) or
translanguaging (García & Wei, 2014). Teaching English is now in the direction of a global
or international language. Dao concluded that when we learn the language, it means we are
learning its culture. This indicates that this teacher had a much more contemporary
understanding of English learning, teaching and use than most of the other participants.
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5.6.3 What is done

5.6.3.1 Teaching environment

The observed class had 21 students, rather small in comparison with the common class size in
Vietnam. These were second year students, with their English at a higher level than the other
group, A2 or above. The majority were female students. Most of the time, although they did
not fall into personal conversation, they appeared not to be interested in the learning activities.
When being called upon by the teacher, they seemed reluctant to speak. In one activity, Dao
asked the students to think of a holiday or journey they had undertaken. After three minutes
of preparation in groups and two minutes talking to their peers, the teacher said to the whole
class: OK, now could anybody tell us about your holiday stories? Who volunteers? No one
responded, and the teacher came to several students and encouraged them to speak but they
shook their head and kept silent. Finally, she said Remember, each of you has one assessment
for speaking during class hours. The warning appeared to work when one student timidly
raised her hand and talked about a trip to Ba Vi National Park. She actually read from her
notes and was not able to answer further questions by the teacher.

5.6.3.2 Teaching materials

The main textbook being used for this class was the Life book, Pre-intermediate, intended for
A2-B1 students. However, lessons observed predominantly focused on mid-term test
preparation, with the teacher using supplementary topic cards for speaking and a writing
folder for writing practice. The Life book‟s content was on Travel and Holidays (Unit 10).
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5.6.3.3 Teaching strategies

Teacher made use of the colourful ready-made resources

Accompanying the Life book is a resource of lecture slides in power-point format. All the
visual and audio texts are incorporated. Keys and answers are also there. Teachers are
expected to use this vivid resource to supplement the organisation of learning activities. Dao
used this multimedia resource for all parts of her lessons. She was confident in herself in
using all the new technologies. Interestingly, Dao used the technical resources to support
instruction rather than the board. She just needed to click the mouse to show correct answers
and play video/audio files. It appeared that by doing this the teacher felt that the use of the
supplementary resources enabled content to be dealt with more quickly, and that because the
materials were visually engaging, that this would be enough to support student learning. The
focus was on covering the content rather than on using the resources effectively to support
the development of English language use. Many of the coloured photos and videos could
have been used to prompt additional discussion and engagement in support of multilingual
and multicultural development. The teacher did not maximize her use of technological
resources to support teaching and learning in her classroom. In effect, she used these
resources to „teacher proof‟ the English program.

Teacher occupied most of the talking time
It was constantly recognised during observation of Dao‟s classes that the class hours were
teacher talking time. She spoke almost from beginning to the end. The teacher was aware of
the importance of target language use in the classroom, and that the students receive
extensive English input from her. This group of students was said to be of a higher level of
English competency and a more challenging textbook was utilised, but instruction in English
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appeared to be out of their understanding. Observation showed that Dao spoke on and on
without repeating key words or pausing to paraphrase, which made it hard for the students to
catch up with her. The students did not respond to most of the teacher‟s explanation despite
her very natural English. This teacher was unable to make the input comprehensible for her
students and seemed unaware that this was a problem for her students. It is always wonderful
to listen to a teacher speaking the target language in class, but, in this case, it was not
advantageous for the students. Teacher talk was not comprehensible and opportunities for
student TL talk were limited.

Cultural matters were discussed

It was observed that the teacher did raise cultural issues for students to discuss. In an activity
preparing students for the reading text „Holiday stories‟ (Image 5.6), these questions were
asked: Do people give tips in restaurants? Is tipping practice in Vietnam different from other
countries? Few students responded, but some ideas were generated, such as We don‘t tip in
restaurants, but we tip in hospitals. Actually, what is called „tipping in hospitals‟ is a form of
bribing; they give medical staff money in exchange for faster service or access to better
treatment facilities. The bribe is normally received before service is provided. In this case, the
teacher did not realise the misuse of the word „tipping‟, but she continued: Talk about tipping
in hospital. Although there was a potential for students to speak, as usual, none made their
voice heard.

In post-reading activities, Dao used the discussion questions from the textbook and added
some questions of her own:


Have you ever learned any cultural differences between Vietnamese and foreign
cultures?
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Why is it important to ask about age in our culture? Why is it not appropriate to do
the same thing in English-speaking culture?

Image 5. 6

Although the above questions only touched upon the cultural aspects without connection with
the target language usage, the information gained had potential to assist in successful
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intercultural communication. Some of the knowledge, to some extent, may make students
able to explain about their own cultural practice. For example, in Vietnamese culture, the use
of correct terms of address depends on age; that is why people are keen on knowing
somebody‟s age when they first start a conversation. Also, listening to stories and
experiences about cultural differences can raise awareness and develop tolerance and respect
toward cultures. Likewise, making cross-cultural comparisons can broaden students‟
knowledge enabling them to be more confident communicators. However, it appeared that the
teacher‟s intention to increase students‟ cultural competence was not achieved within this
class as the students were not actively involved in the discussions. For most of the time, Dao
was the one who provided the information, rather than her students. They seemed not to have
many ideas; the teacher sometimes had to give suggestions in Vietnamese and finally
translated to English by herself.

5.6.4 Dao in brief

Dao was a great example of what she said and what she did being at odds. She was so
articulate about what English learning should be about and yet she was not able to „translate‟
this into her classroom practice and her own framework of teaching principles (Breen et al.,
2001). Dao had a good understanding around interculturality and could talk articulately about
what was needed for successful intercultural communication although she herself had not had
much overseas experience outside Vietnam. With her strong linguistic competence, she was
involved in syllabus design and was able to explain why all the changes happened in this
process. Actually, Dao presented as a teacher who had the potential to realise the Project
2020 goal in her teaching practice. However, data reveal that all her understanding and
knowledge did not impact positively in her own classroom. She did make an effort to discuss
cultural elements, but it was just limited to talking about cultures rather than providing
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students with opportunities to learn the language as social practice. She did provide students
with lots of target language input while giving instructions. However, she did not understand
the pedagogy of how best to do it. Her inability to make the language comprehensible
impacted the ability of her students to engage in learning activities. Students‟ scores were
high, and they were scored high and were placed in a higher-level class, but they were not
able to communicate in English.

There was very little evidence of the teacher trying to create opportunities for students to
become confident users of the language. Much of the class time was devoted to preparing for
the examination. Dao helped her students brainstorm ideas for writing questions and gave
them time to rehearse for speaking mid-term performance. It was very much about marking
criteria and exam tips and not about becoming confident users of the English language.

5. 7 Conclusion

Data from this case study site show clearly that valuing foreign language competency,
English in particular, was an integral part of University Duc. This university was very
committed to students and staff being able to demonstrate very specific levels of English
language proficiency as measured by specific testing regimes.

This institution had an important position in terms of the implementation of Project 2020 in
the national context. There was also great potential to address the Project 2020 goal within
the University‟s own context. The actual practice of this, however, was far from expected.
The University was very externally focused. It provided one of the six test centres for English
testing through VSTEP. It also provided significant support for English language education in
schools and in provincial areas in Vietnam. This required Faculty staff to often be absent
from the University with their teaching responsibilities being shouldered by relief staff. Such
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extensive involvement in Project 2020 outside of the University had resulted in the essence of
Project 2020 not being internally addressed within English learning and teaching within the
institution itself. This was demonstrated clearly through participant interview and
observational data.

The Project goal of enabling non-English major students to be able to communicate
independently and confidently in multilingual and multicultural environments was only
tangentially addressed within University Duc. Whilst the English program was guided by the
use of a textbook series (Life) that could potentially support the development of the goal, and
whilst the teachers themselves were competent in English, the program itself was test-driven
rather than communication driven. What also stands out was that whilst teachers themselves
intrinsically seemed to know what the project 2020 goal involved, and could talk about it,
there was little evidence of classroom activities reflecting this. Teaching to the test, and not
the achievement of the goal, described languages pedagogy in this institution.

The irony of University Duc was this. On the one hand it could be viewed as an instrument of
Project 2020 policy implementation within the wider context of Vietnam. On the other, it was
almost oblivious to implications for learning and teaching within the Faculty of English itself.
The acting HoD acknowledged that being a participant in this study helped her identify a
significant gap. She had never thought about the idea of preparing students for the
multilingual and multicultural context. Unsurprisingly, the teachers themselves demonstrated
little capacity, pedagogically, to support their students to be able to communicate
interculturally and achieve the goal.
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CHAPTER 6 UNIVERSITY TRI

6.1 University context

6.1.1 Introducing University Tri

With a history of over half a century, the University has provided the workforce of Vietnam
with many generations of applied scientists and technicians. It offers a wide range of courses,
both undergraduate and postgraduate, at campuses situated in different provinces. The
University is now home to around 20,000 students studying various majors at different levels.
A very common realisation for any visitor to the university is that the majority of students are
male. This is a very typical characteristic of a technical institution in Vietnam. A senior
member of staff advised me that most of the students come from rural areas. They live off
campus, in rented properties, as the University dormitory can only accommodate a limited
number of students.

University Tri takes pride in having many achievements in the research sphere. According to
statistics on its website, thousands of scientific research projects and technology transfer
agreements have been made. Many of them are considered key national or sectoral
undertakings. With funding from the Ministry of Education and Training and other industrial
corporations, the university has modern well-equipped laboratories serving research and
scientific innovation purposes.
The University‟s website reveals that University Tri has a long list of over 200 international
partners coming from over 30 countries and territories. The numbers suggest that this
university has strong international connections. It is, however, unclear how many of these
foreign higher education institutions and research centres are active rather than tokenistic
partners who have signed Memoranda of Understanding.
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There is also an English tab of the University‟s homepage. Although not all the information
in the Vietnamese language page is translated, the inclusion of an English page suggests a
certain level of consideration on the part of the University leaders towards English language
as a communication channel to the rest of world. In other words, this indicates that the
University is serious about establishing a multicultural global presence in the Englishspeaking world. The language choice indicates that it should be well placed to address the
Project 2020 goal.

In the past, University Tri received a large number of students coming from a neighbouring
country. However, due to a shift in that country‟s political policy, that number has now
reduced remarkably to less than ten students. This has impacted the nature of the student
population. There is now much less of a multicultural presence on the campus.

The research site chosen is the main campus, located in a suburb of a large city. There are
twelve academic faculties on this campus. Most of the campus area is concrete with buildings
closely nested together. There is only limited green space with few trees, which well reflects
a recent renovation of the campus. Almost all the pathways inside campus have been made
narrow due to most of the areas being used for motorbike and bike parking. People have to
weave while moving from place to place. This is a busy, vibrant campus with students
everywhere engaging in study and extra-curricular activities.

6.1.2 Organisational structure of the University and the place of English
The University‟s highest administration levels consist of the University Council, the
University Board, and the Research and Training Council, as presented in Diagram 6.1. The
University Council has 15 members, with 11 institutional personnel and 4 coming from
outside organisations. On the website, this council is said to be the governing body of the
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University. Its role is to discuss and decide upon important issues regarding strategic
development of the University. It operates to the Law of Higher Education and The
University Charter. The University Board is the executive body of the university. It consists
of one Rector and two Vice-Rectors. While the Rector is responsible for the overall
management and direction of the University, the other two Vice-Rectors have different
portfolios. Each of them closely directs several faculties or offices. The Research and
Training Council has 19 members and they are all holders of doctorates. The Council
discusses and makes decisions related to research and training within the University.

Diagram 6.1
University Tri‘s org nis tion l structure
University Council

(15 members)

University Board
(1 Rector and 2 Vice-Rectors)

19 Administrative Offices

12 Faculties

Faculty of Fundamental Sciences
(7 Departments)

Foreign Language Department

Research and Training
Council (19 members)

1 Company and 8
(research associated)
Centres
Project 2020
Steering Committee
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Referring back to the literature review and organisational structures in tertiary institutions,
University Tri appears to maintain a hierarchical model. There are different layers of
management. Lower levels are subjected to direction from the top (Ta & Winter, 2010).

As can be seen from Diagram 6.1, the institutional Project 2020 Steering Committee, which
is closely linked with the University Board, gives directions to the Foreign Language
Department in implementing the national Project 2020‟s activities. It presents as one-way
communication from the committee handed down to the implementation level. The structure
suggests that teachers‟ voices are not considered.

6.1.3 The Foreign Language Department

The Foreign Language Department (FLD) belongs to a large faculty of fundamental sciences
with over 100 staff. The FLD cannot form an independent faculty as it does not have students
studying English as a major. Teachers in this department teach English for students of other
majors who learn English as a compulsory subject as part of their course. The Departmental
Leadership Team includes three members: one Head and two Vice-Heads. There are nearly
20 teachers in this department. Some of them used to be teachers of Russian because in the
past Russian was the main foreign language taught at the university. However, due to
international political changes, English has been the only foreign language taught in
University Tri since 1996.

6.1.4 Project 2020 Steering Committee

The National Project 2020 has proposed that each institution establish an institutional Project
2020 Steering Committee. In accord with this, University Tri has set up a 9-member
committee chaired by a Vice Rector. Its members are leaders from related departments,
including the three members of the leadership team of the Foreign Languages Department. In
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the past two years, this committee‟s members have been very active in organising English
courses for teachers of discipline areas (not English). Also, they organised English speaking
contests for students throughout the university. Vietnamese or foreign guest speakers are
sometimes invited by the committee to come and talk about a topic suggested by the Englishspeaking club.

Committee members meet when there is a new document or directive sent from Project 2020
or before a new school year begins. It is in these meetings that new activities are assigned to
related departments or individuals. Although there are nine members in this committee, most
tasks are delegated to the three members from the FLD.

However, not everything related to Project 2020 is discussed by this Committee. The HoD
said that when it comes to big decisions like the exit requirement for students, she was
responsible for the initial recommendation which was then discussed and finalised by the
Rector and Research and Training Council. Likewise, English curriculum and syllabuses are
never discussed in this Committee‟s meetings as academic matters are proposed by the FLD
and then approved by the Research and Training Council. This suggests that the FLD Head
has considerable control over the teaching of English in this institution. In other words, the
implementation of Project 2020 at University Tri is largely dependent on the FLD Head. Her
understanding of her role, her professional competence in the area of Languages Education,
and her knowledge of Project 2020 determine how Project 2020 translates in this HEI.

6.1.5 English policy for teachers and staff

University Tri has its own regulations on English competency for teachers. The latest
approved document took effect in early 20174. The University adopted the Vietnamese 6-

4

Formal reference of this document is not included to protect University Tri‟s confidentiality.
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level Foreign Language Reference Framework for proficiency scales (CEFR-V). Teachers of
English are required to achieve at least Level 5 and teachers of other subjects whose language
of instruction is English have to reach Level 4. Teachers of other subjects who cannot reach
Level 4 in English are given the option of showing a certificate of Level 4 in one of four
languages (Russian, French, German or Chinese) but they are still required to be able to
communicate in English. This option indicates that the University is acknowledging the
significance of multilingualism but still insisting on communicative ability in English among
its staff. There are also specific requirements for other positions, such as lecturer assistants,
academic leaders and administrative staff. If this policy brings good effects, it will create a
vibrant movement of learning and using English within the university. However, at the time
the fieldwork was undertaken for this study, it was difficult to gauge the success of the
proficiency initiatives with respect to creating a vibrant culture of learning and using English
within the University.
With funding from Project 2020 matched with the University‟s equal contribution, a number
of English courses have been held for teachers. The head of the Foreign Language
Department reported that the courses have been very effective in raising teachers‟ level of
English proficiency. After the course, 40 teachers took APTIS, an English four-skill test
conducted by the British Council used by a number of organisations and institutions. Results
showed half of the teachers achieved Level 4 and half Level 3. This was commented on as
beyond expectations by the HoD.

In brief, the University leadership has recognised the importance of English competency in
developing their staff‟s professionalism in a globally connected world. Staff and teachers are
required to improve their English competency and priority is given to the ability to
communicate in English.
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6.1.6 English policy for students
A document called “Regulation on foreign language exit requirement for full time students
following credits tr ining system‖ 5 signed by the Rector provides overall information about
how English education is enacted at University Tri. It states all requirements and procedures
related to English teaching. This includes the placement of students into different groups,
organisation of formal and extracurricular English units and exit tests, and regulations on
exemption from units. This document can be considered as a „policy‟ for teaching English at
University Tri.

At the moment, full time undergraduate students are divided into three groups learning
General English, as presented in Table 6.1.

Table 6.1
English courses at University Tri
English 1 English 2 English 3 English 4 Intensive

Intensive

English 1

English 2

90 periods6

90 periods

Group 1 (>=level 2)
Group 2 (<level 2)
Group 3 (Advanced

3 credits
3 credits

3 credits

3 credits

Program)

At the beginning of their course, students are required to take an English placement test
organised by the Centre of Testing and Assessment. This centre is an independent body, in
charge of organising all examinations for faculties. They choose tests randomly from a stock
of tests which are sourced from different HEI faculties or bought from external credited test
5
6

Formal reference of this document is not included to protect University Tri‟s confidentiality.
A teaching period is 50 minutes long.
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creators. The test results are then used to divide students into 2 groups. Group 1 are those
reaching Level 2 or higher and group 2 are those below Level 2 and those who do not take
the test. There are 4 units of English: English 1, English 2, English 3 and English 4. Each
student has to enrol in 2 units. Their unit choice is determined by results of the placement test.
Students from Group 1 learn English 3 and English 4 which prepares them for the exit test.
Being at a lower level, students of Group 2 start with English 1 and then continue to English
2. These students then have to take personal responsibility to study further to reach the
required exit level. In addition to their course requirements, a considerable extra imposition is
thus placed on these students. They may take extra classes organised inside or outside the
university or enrol in optional English units taught by teachers of the FLD. This results in
students incurring additional costs. Students are required to get at least a D grade for all the
units they have done; otherwise, they are not eligible to take the exit test.

The third group of students are those doing the so-called Advanced Program. This is a
cooperative training program between University Tri and a university in the United States.
The content to be taught is said to be the same as in the partner American university. The
students learn intensive English for their first year, following a different English syllabus
from other undergraduate courses. After that they commence their main course with all units
being instructed in English. It is intended that lecturers will be professors from the partner
university and the best-qualified lecturers from University Tri. Students achieving high scores
will have the chance to do the last two years in the foreign university with tuition fees waived
by 50% or participate in a short-term student exchange program in other countries. Advanced
Program students enjoy the privilege of additional resources, for example, well-trained
lecturers and modern teaching facilities. Students graduating from this Program are expected
to be fluent in English and able to work in an international environment. This outcome looks
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very compatible to what is proposed by Project 2020, developing students‟ ability to
communicate in a multilingual and multicultural context.

English competency is one of the graduation requirements. However, whilst this is a national
requirement, each institution is able to determine its own standard so as to suit the specific
institutional context.

Through a process of reviewing national policies and documents, University Tri has
constantly updated its policy regarding exit English competence. Its most recent decision on
this matter was released in October, 20177. This Decision stated that in order to be granted a
degree, every undergraduate student was required to demonstrate English competency of at
least Level 2 of the CEFR-V. This decision shows that the University is making use of the
Project 2020 recommended language reference framework. It is important to note, however,
that whereas Project 2020 recommends Level 3 as exit proficiency, University Tri states its
requirement as Level 2.

The English exit test

The exit test now has two parts, Listening-Reading and Speaking-Writing. Listening and
speaking tests are a new feature of the assessment of English competency at the University.
The addition of listening and speaking to the exit test, as well as the end-of-term test, shows
that the University has now started to see these skills as significant for students becoming
successful users of the English language. The FLD Head stressed that the university leaders
now make it a target for teachers to enable students to speak English at the workplace, so
they can exchange work-related matters with colleagues (Truyen). This reflects the intention

7
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of developing a favourable condition to realise the goals of Project 2020 with respect to
students being able to become confident and independent users of English in a global world.

6.2 English syllabus design at University Tri

6.2.1 Using a fixed template for syllabus design

A syllabus template is widely used at University Tri for all subjects, including Language
Education. This template follows the Conceive – Design – Implement – Operate (CDIO)
framework, which was introduced by the Massachusetts Institute of Technology and
originally intended for the design of engineering curriculum. This approach is known to use
“the engineering lifecycle process as the context of engineering education” (Crawley et al.,
2007, p. 12). The lifecycle includes four different stages as the name suggests (Namasivayam
et al., 2017). The goals of this initiative are to help students master a deeper working
knowledge of technical fundamentals, lead in the creation and operation of new products, and
understand the importance and strategic impact of research and technological development on
society (Crawley et al., 2007). The goals, as well as the four stages of the lifecycle, are
compatible with engineering curriculum.

The CDIO template has been provided by the Ministry of Education and Training to tertiary
institutions. There are some key sections in the template such as learning objectives (in terms
of knowledge and skills), brief description of the unit, learning contents. Its application to
Language Education, however, suggests an inability at University leadership level to
appreciate the intricacies and importance of curriculum and syllabus design. As discussed in
the literature review (see Section 3.3) languages syllabus design is a specific area with
specific requirements depending on the intention of a particular syllabus or curriculum. This
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appears not to have been considered by senior leadership, the Project 2020 Steering
Committee, or the Head of the FLD at University Tri.

6.2.2 English syllabuses

The English syllabus document for the Advanced Program had not been completed. The
reason given by the HoD for this was that the program had only just been implemented. The
textbook for the program became the syllabus with the two teachers co-teaching the class
dividing the content between themselves. There appears not to have been any oversight or
direction in terms of curriculum or syllabus design for this specialised English language
program.

The English syllabuses for the regular undergraduate programs are designed by the
Department of Foreign Languages. The 4 courses are English 1-4. Truyen, the HoD, said that
she had designed most of the syllabuses but that some aspects of the syllabus development
were assigned to other teachers by her. The proposed syllabuses were then discussed within
the Departmental Leadership Team, including the HoD herself and two Vice-heads. She
admitted that they have had no training with how to identify learning outcomes or distinguish
knowledge from skills components. Using the CDIO syllabus template, they had to enter
information under the various headings. Physically, all the syllabus documents look neat
with all headings and subheadings completed. However, detailed analysis reveals that the
objectives identified are non-specific and, therefore, provide very little guidance with respect
to both determining, and then the teaching of specific curriculum content. Below is an extract
describing objectives in terms of skills that need to be achieved.
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4.2. Skills
4.2.1. Students understand and actively use tenses in English. Students know
vocabulary related to certain topics and make attempts when expressing
ideas about the topics that have been learned. Students are able to actively
use the structures that have been learned. Students know how to use
vocabulary which is appropriate to the given topic.
4.2.2. Students are able to comprehend reading texts, understand ideas in a
reading text of familiar topics, identify main ideas and answer simple
questions about details mentioned in a text.

The use of verbs like „understand‟ or „know‟ in this extract as well as throughout the
documents suggests that it is almost impossible to measure the objective given. There is little
information provided to users of this syllabus to help them identify how, and the extent to
which, an objective has been attained or not. Also, descriptions of the vocabulary areas are
vague with such words as „certain topics‟ or „f mili r topics‘ without these being specified.

Another criticism of the syllabus documents is that there is a lack of clarity with respect to
what „knowledge‟ and „skills‟ refer to. Content seems to be placed randomly under different
headings as can be seen from the extract below.

4.1. Knowledge
4.1.4. Students practise listening comprehension skills through conversations, interviews,
and monologues, etc.
4.1.5. Students practise speaking skills through conversations, monologues, introducing
themselves, describing pictures, describing an acquaintance, talking about a
vacation, telling a short story, etc.
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Objectives related to language skills („listening‘ and „spe king‘) are categorised as
components of knowledge. Also, it appears that learning objectives are not clearly
differentiated from the brief description of the unit. As seen from the following extracts,
much of the content is the same in both Section 4 and 5.

4. Objectives
4.1. Knowledge
4.1.1 Vocabulary and Grammar: Students learn tenses in English, i.e. present
simple, present continuous, present perfect, past simple, past continuous, future
tenses; sentence structures such as comparatives, defining relative clauses,
linking words (so, because, but, although). Students learn common phrases in
different settings, familiar topics related to family, vacation, music, body parts,
clothing, etc.

4.1.2 Pronunciation: Students learn about vowels, how to pronounce ending
sounds of third person singular of present simple verbs, regular and irregular
past tense verbs, some separate sounds. Students get familiar with and practise
word and sentence stress.

5.

Brief description of the unit


Grammar: Introduce some tenses in English including present simple, present
continuous, present perfect, past simple, past continuous, future tenses; Introduce
sentence structures such as relative clauses, comparatives, etc.
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Vocabulary: Introduce vocabulary related to daily familiar topics, for example, self,
vacation, clothes, body parts, etc.



Pronunciation: The alphabet, some vowels; introduce word stress and sentence stress



Skills: Listening, speaking, reading and writing skills are integrated in lessons that
follow the textbook.

Also, the syllabus documents lack coherence. Ideas do not seem to be structured in any sort
of sensible way. Compiled using a fixed template, University Tri‟s English syllabuses do not
conform to any of the recognised syllabus types discussed in the review of the literature (See
Section 3.3). However, the priority of grammar and vocabulary seems to suggest that the
orientation is toward a grammatical syllabus. No evidence has been found in the syllabus that
supports the development of students‟ independence and confidence in using English in a
multilingual and multicultural context as targeted by Project 2020. This will be explored
further in the context of the interview with the HoD. Efforts have been made to enable
students to reach the exit requirement, which has nothing to do with intercultural competence.
Truyen revealed that over 50% of previous intakes failed to reach level 2 despite our attempts
to change the syllabus and methodology. For example, we make teaching content close to the
exit tests. We open intensive courses at the institutional Language Centre. But these still
don‘t work bec use students‘ st rting level w s too low, close to zero.

When the syllabus documents for English 1, 2, 3, and 4 are compared, it can be easily
identified that all have identical wording in all sections except for the title of the unit,
prerequisites, and section 6 that lists the content of the different textbooks. This means that
the syllabuses are not accessible and meaningful for teachers who are actually the intended
readers of these documents. Truyen explained that the syllabuses are written only to submit to
the Department of Training, who need them to put in the university yearbook. In brief, the
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syllabus documents serve no purpose other than to satisfy bureaucratic requirements. It
appears that they are not real, and there is no attention to thinking about syllabus design. Data
suggest that teachers are required to teach from textbooks – that there is no requirement to
engage in thinking about appropriate syllabus design within the University Tri context.

A document which was frequently used by the teachers, besides the main textbook, was the
so-called Teaching schedule. It was a very brief document indicating a textbook section for
each week. Below is an example of a teaching schedule provided by Trinh, a teacher
participant.

TEACHING SCHEDULE FOR ENGLISH 2
WEEK

CONTENTS

1

5A-5B-5C

2

Test 9 – 5D- 6A – Test 10

3

6B-6C-6D

4

Test 11 – 7A -7B -Test 12

5

7C-7D-Test 13-Test14

6

8A-8B-8C

7

8D-Test 15-9A-Test 16

8

9B-Test 17-Test

Notes:
1. Each unit (A, B, C, D) is t ught in 2 periods (100‘)
2. Each test (Test 9-17) is c rried out in 1 period (50‘)
3. The mid-term test is c rried out in 3 periods (150‘)
4. Teachers spare some time in each lesson to give students practice in Part 1-2
Listening Section, from the books KET 4-6
Wishing you a successful school year ahead!
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When asked to provide a copy of the syllabus, the teacher participants said they did not have
one. In order to run a class, a teacher needed the Teaching Schedule. The FLD Head revealed
that teachers have used the textbooks for many years and objectives and other information
were already made clear to them in academic meetings. As such, they do not need a copy of
the long syllabus. She said a teaching schedule that simply states time allocation for each
section of the textbook is sufficient for teachers.

It can be concluded that in terms of syllabus design and development, University Tri uses a
template that is inappropriate for the discipline of Languages in order to comply with
administrative requirements. There is no attempt to actually think about appropriate syllabus
construction from any of the linguistic perspectives discussed in the literature review.
Nobody at the university looks at curriculum theory or curriculum design processes when
developing documents guiding teachers in delivering courses.

6.2.3 English textbooks

The Life series, which is also being used at University Duc (see Section 5.2.3), is the main
teaching and learning resource here for the Advanced Program. For the regular undergraduate
students, the New English File series is being used.

The New English File textbooks, Pre-intermediate and Intermediate level, are used as the
main teaching resources for the four English courses for the regular undergraduate students.
The Pre-intermediate book is used for English 1 and 2 and the Intermediate book for English
3 and 4. These books are part of a 7-level series that ranges from Beginner to Advanced. This
is intended to accommodate learners with general English knowledge.

Each book has 9 lessons, called Files. The Contents section (see Image 6.1) at the beginning
of each book gives a summary of each lesson in three columns, namely Grammar,
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Vocabulary and Pronunciation. This reflects the authors‟ view on language and methodology,
clearly stating in the Teacher‟s Book that “at any level, the tools students need to speak with
confidence are Grammar, Vocabulary, and Pronunciation” and “all three elements are given
equal importance” (Koenig et al., 2009, p. 8).

Image 6.1

At the back of the book, there are also three Banks of material: Grammar Bank, Vocabulary
Bank and Sound Bank. The Grammar Bank (see Image 6.2) is divided into A-D to reflect the
4 main lessons. Grammar rules are on the left-hand page and two practice exercises for each
of the 4 lessons on the right-hand page.
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Image 6.2

A snapshot of a Grammar Bank page
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Image 6.3
A snapshot of a Vocabulary Bank page
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In the Vocabulary Bank (see Image 6.3), there is a picture dictionary to help students learn,
practise and revise key words. The Sound Bank (see Image 6.4) is a 4-page section with the
English File sound chart and typical spellings for all sounds.

Image 6.4
A snapshot of a Sound Bank page
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Prioritising these features supports the authors‟ emphasis on the three main areas of linguistic
knowledge as mentioned previously: grammar, vocabulary and pronunciation. However, a
teaching approach that over emphasises these areas may not support the realisation of the
Project 2020 goal, which encourages students to „use‟ the target language rather than „know‟
its rules and forms. Nor does this correspond with what the literature tells us about languages
curriculum and evidence-based principles of instructed language learning (Ellis & Shintani,
2014).

The 4 language skills (Reading, Writing, Listening, and Speaking) are aligned throughout the
books, against Grammar, Vocabulary and Pronunciation. They are treated as separate skill
areas and not as modes of communication to be used multimodally in multicultural and
multilingual contexts. A separate Practical English section gives students some exposure to
various aspects of functional language, such as introductions in first meetings, making
suggestions, renting a flat, giving opinions, apologizing, giving excuses etc.

An examination of the Practical English sections (see Image 6.5) shows that there is much
room for cultural aspects to be discussed and for intercultural competence to be developed
using activities and tasks in these sections. It is important to note, however, that the Practical
English section was omitted in the syllabuses at University Tri. This means that those areas of
language that support real language use in a multilingual and multicultural environment were
ignored. According to the HoD, the content of these sections were assigned for homework
only; there is not enough time for everything in the textbooks. The omission of this particular
section clearly reflects that it was not an objective to improve students‟ awareness of cultural
differences, let alone their intercultural communicative competence as proposed by Project
2020.
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Image 6.5
A snapshot of a Practical English page

In every file, there is one page for Writing (see Image 6.6). Learners are given opportunities
to write texts demonstrating different degrees of formality or do exercises expressing
different communicative functions such as describing where they live, giving opinion about
the good and bad side of the weekend.
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Image 6.6
A snapshot of a Writing page

Although writing tasks are varied in terms of topics and text types, most of the activities are
pedagogically designed to focus on formS (Long & Robinson, 1998), such as correct spelling
or grammar. Correct grammar and spelling are always prioritised in writing exercises. Some
of the writing tasks do not reflect the authenticity of language. For example, there are many
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exercises on letter writing which is not reflective of popular forms of communicating
information in contemporary society. Likewise, almost no one would write an article to a
magazine talking about the advantages and disadvantages of the mobile phone.

Overall, whilst there is some attention to functional language and the skill areas of reading
and writing and also listening and speaking, the New English File Series prioritises grammar,
vocabulary and pronunciation. There is always an emphasis on accuracy, on word choice and
on native-like pronunciation throughout the books. Their compatibility with supporting the
achievement of the Project 2020 goal has to be carefully considered.

Comparing the two book series indicates that while the New English File is more grammar
and vocabulary focused, the Life series attends more to making and conveying meaning. How
the textbooks are actually used in the classroom will need to be examined and will be the
subject of my classroom observations.

6.3 Introducing Truyen, the Head of Department

Being independent and confident users of the language was doable for English major
students rather than non-English major students (Truyen)

This quote suggests that the leader of the FLD believed that the Project 2020 goal was out of
reach for the technical students. Her position was significant with respect to both her
interpretation of the goal and her actions as the HoD and member of the Project 2020
Steering Committee.

6.3.1 Personal context

Truyen was a senior teacher of English with 17 years on the job. She was assigned the Vice
Head of the Foreign Language Department 6 years ago and became the Head in 2016.
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Together with two vice heads, she ran the administration of the Department. Truyen got her
Master‟s degree in 2006 and was doing her PhD course. From my observation of her
leadership role, she appeared to be a good listener and had a good rapport with other
colleagues. Unlike many other administrative offices, hierarchy seemed not to exist in this
department; people were friendly, helpful and worked collaboratively.
Truyen is not very positive about the successful realisation of Project 2020‟s goal to enable
students to communicate confidently and independently in a multilingual and multicultural
context. She confirmed that the teaching of English at this university adds more focus to
developing students‘ gener l speaking skills beside reading and writing. However, there have
never been discussions of intercultural aspects in language teaching within the Department‟s
staff. This department head did not prioritise the importance of developing intercultural
competence in the classroom. She said that technical students just need general English. Her
perception obviously caused an obstacle for implementing Project 2020‟s goal in this
institution as the HoD herself saw this goal as unrealistic in her own context.

6.3.2 Interpreting the Project 2020 goal

Truyen found it hard to explain her understanding of a confident user of English. At first, she
commented that the word ‗confident‘ is too gener l. She then added that a confident speaker
is someone who speaks without knowing he is speaking correctly or not. There is a lot to do
with their personal character; those who are active and not shy are often talkative, even
when speaking Vietnamese. In this sense, Truyen seemed to have mistaken being a confident
user of English for being a confident person. However, her comments suggest that she was
tolerant of mistakes made while speaking in a foreign language
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In Truyen‟s interpretation, what Project 2020 targeted was students having some
understanding of the culture of the people they are communicating with to avoid culture
shock. However, when asked what was meant by „culture‟, she was unsure about what was
involved. She admitted that the term has such a broad meaning that I would never be happy
with any definition that I can come up with. For me, culture might be something so close, just
round us but we h ve never n med it ‗culture‘. Interpreting concepts such as „culture‟ and
„multicultural‟ were difficult for Truyen.

Overall, this HoD was not able to clearly articulate what Project 2020 means and, therefore, it
was difficult to expect this to be able to be incorporated into Department planning and
practice. Also, in terms of her own professional development, intercultural competence and
cross-cultural communication, that are core concepts of the Project 2020 goal, had not been
made clear to her, either through policy documentation or professional learning.

6.3.3 Addressing the goal within the administration of the Department

Truyen admitted that her Department did not include the objective of enabling students to
become confident and independent users of English in their teaching curriculum as the goal is
too ambitious. She said what Project 2020 expected students to achieve was equivalent to the
level of their teachers majoring in English when they graduated from university. Truyen also
admitted that even in their academic discussions or work emails, they had never mentioned
the development of students‟ intercultural communicative competence. She reasoned that,

technical students only need general English to survive in a work environment. Their
intercultural competence might improve gradually by contacting with people from
other countries they meet at work. Therefore, there is no need to develop this
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competence formally in class while students have had no exposure to real life
situations.

This suggests that she did not believe that intercultural competence could be addressed in any
way other than „real‟ situations. The introductory quote about Truyen indicates that she saw
Project 2020‟s goal as unfeasible within her institutional context where students were not
majoring in the English language.

6.3.4 Truyen in brief
Truyen was not positive about the successful realisation of Project 2020‟s overall goal to
enable students to communicate confidently and independently in a multilingual and
multicultural context. Therefore, the Project 2020 mission was not transferred to their English
syllabuses or to the other teachers in the department. Whilst there was potential for the
textbooks chosen by the Department to be used with the goal in mind, this was not a
consideration for the FLD Head. Her work with the Steering Committee appeared to be
focused more on English policy, practice and professional learning for the staff at University
Tri. There was not much focus with respect to students beyond exit level requirements and
tests. Overall, even in an institution where there is a Steering Committee dedicated to Project
2020, if the Head of Department is not convinced of its value or applicability, little will
happen.

6.4 Introducing Tram

In my lessons, the most important objective is to well prepare students for tests, for
example, test formats, test contents and test tips (Tram)
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This quote can be seen as Tram‟s philosophy that guides her teaching. She emphasized that
she only focused on the grammar and vocabulary sections in the main textbook as these
sections were helpful in the grammar and vocabulary part of the end-of-term tests. This
suggests that Tram focused on linguistic components and helping students to score high
marks or at least pass exams.

6.4.1 Personal context

This active-looking teacher had 9 years of experience teaching English as a foreign language.
When we first met, she recognised me as she once applied for a teacher position in a faculty
where I was one of the administrators. From the first moment, we established a good rapport.
Becoming a teacher was not her own intention: It was her father‟s decision. When she was
small, her father chose an English-gifted class for his daughter to study and later he forced
her to take the entrance exam to a teacher training institution. Tram did not have any
resistance to her father‟s choice as in the p st, people h d to follow p rents‘ decision,
especially for a girl. Graduating from a well-known teacher training university in foreign
language education, she started her first and only job at University Tri. Listening to her
talking to colleagues showed me that she was a capable and enthusiastic staff member. Tram
had a keen habit of taking international English tests and with the certificates she had
obtained she could prove to others that she had a high level of competence in the language.
Several years ago, she was the only Vietnamese candidate granted a scholarship to do an
online course on teaching English for Specific Purposes by an American university.

To date, Tram did not have much international travel experience. Her only overseas trip was
to a neighbouring country for a short conference. During the time there, she did not have any
significant problems communicating in English as most of the participants came from the
ASEAN community and shared a similar cultural schema. As such, this teacher has had some
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experience speaking English as a lingua franca in a multilingual and multicultural context.
She was hoping to go to the U.S. for further study as she thought it would be the most
cosmopolitan country with people coming from many different corners of the world. Her
ambition suggests that the teacher was aware of the fact that meeting new people means she
could learn new features of the Englishes they spoke.

At the time Tram agreed to participate in this study, she was also fulfilling other duties
besides teaching, for example, organising English-speaking clubs for teachers and Englishspeaking contests for students.

6.4.2 What is said?

6.4.2.1 Interpreting the Project 2020 goal
In her interpretation, Tram paraphrased the Project 2020 goal as making students to use
English fluently at an accepted level in a multilingual and multicultural world. More
specifically, she said an independent speaker of English can communicate and understand the
interlocutor without an interpreter. What she was suggesting was that a person should be able
to use English without someone to support their understanding of the language being used.
Also, it was interesting that Tram defined a confident communicator as someone who can
understand at least 75% of the message. She saw confidence in terms of meaning making
through listening rather than conveying meaning through speaking. To be confident, the
person should be able to „understand‟ most of what the other person says.

In addition to linguistic competence, Tram stated that students need to get to know about
cultures of the world, viewpoints and lifestyles of various countries. She was also aware of the
many variants of English that are spoken in non-native English-speaking communities. She
said,

187
students are likely to interact with not only people from English-speaking countries but
also those from countries where English is not an official language. This multicultural
context requires them to have a basic understanding of language and culture of those
people they are working with.

This statement implies that Tram was aware of the fact that the native-like model is no longer
the only way English should be viewed as being appropriate. However, Tram admitted that the
Project 2020 goal has not been included in the English syllabuses at her institution. She said
she has never heard or seen this mentioned in any academic meetings or documents.
Reviewing literature on change management has shown that teachers play a central role in
implementing an educational change. In the case of Tram, even though she was able to
provide some comments on multilingual and multicultural communication, to her knowledge
there was no imperative for change and no reason for her to re-consider her thinking about
learning and teaching. This certainly would limit her capacity to be an effective agent for
change.

6.4.2.2 Addressing the Project 2020 goal in her teaching
Tram agreed that role play, pair work and group work could be used to improve students‟
confidence in using the target language. However, she said these techniques were not feasible
in her own context due to limited class time and teachers not spending much time on what is
not assessed in tests.

Despite not having been provided any training in intercultural language teaching, with all her
personal experience, Tram said she was very confident in assisting students in achieving the
Project 2020 goal if it were made an objective in her institution.
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6.4.3 What is done?

6.4.3.1 Teaching environment
Tram‟s classroom was on level 3 of a 5-floored building. It was not a big room so nearly 30
students had to sit close to one another. Tram always wore a wireless teacher microphone so
that the students could hear her better. There was no other modern audio or visual equipment
available. Tram used her own laptop and portable loudspeaker to play listening texts. The
volume was sometimes not loud enough to attract the talkative students who faded into their
own conversations in Vietnamese. Observing this class, I found that the students were not
motivated to learn English. The teacher had to use her loud voice and strictness frequently to
gain students‟ attention.

6.4.3.2 Teaching materials
The English course that this class was doing was English 2, which used New English File,
Pre-intermediate Level as the core textbook.

In terms of textbook use, Tram used all the sections for vocabulary and grammar. She
omitted most of the speaking, pronunciation and listening exercises. For reading texts, she
often asked students to read and translate into Vietnamese prior to class. Her utilisation of the
textbook in her class aligns with what she said about the objective of her class – not focusing
on what was not tested, for example, pronunciation, speaking or listening.

6.4.3.3 Teaching strategies
Lessons focused on features of form rather than on meaning
Tram spent most of the time teaching grammar and vocabulary. She took a very traditional
approach: leading all stages of a lesson by writing the form and usage on the board and
giving grammatically correct but meaningless examples. She used Vietnamese for most of the
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time. The majority of the students just passively listened; only some wrote down notes in
their books.

Following is an excerpt she wrote on the board when she taught -ed and -ing adjectives.
―English is boring.‖
―My English te cher is such boring person.‖
―I m bored with both English nd her‖
― -ing adjectives: mô tả sự vật/sự vật/hiện tượng/bản ch t con người‖ [― -ing
adjectives: used to describe things/events/people]
― -ed adjectives: mô tả tr ng thái tâm l con người‖ [― -ed adjectives: used to describe
people‘s feelings]
She read out loud whilst writing on the board. It was just one-way communication. She did
not elicit or ask if students understood what was being said or written. It is also interesting to
note when examining the above extract that the teacher did not pay attention to the potential
impact on students through her reference to English and the teachers of English as boring.
Such commentary could be demotivating.

Overuse of translation

The most frequent strategy Tram used for the reading sections was translation from English
to Vietnamese. She asked students to translate out loud paragraph by paragraph. This kind of
activity was also given as homework. She also spent much time getting students to read texts
aloud and correcting their pronunciation mistakes. Her teaching strategies did little to support
the development of students‟ communication skills as there was no interaction with others.
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Group/pair work were not being utilised effectively

Most of the time was spent on whole class activities. Tram gave instructions and then
checked as a whole class. During the three observed sessions, group work was not used at all
and pair work was used twice. This aligns well with what she said in the interview about why
she chose not to do these kinds of activities despite the fact that she knew they can help
improve students‟ confidence in speaking English. She saw little benefit in group work for
achievement in tests.

Even when using pair work for a speaking activity (Image 6.7), grammar was still
emphasised.

Image 6. 7

Tram started her instruction by saying: Now you are going to work in pairs to ask and answer
these questions. Remember to use the present simple tense for ‗every weekend‘, the p st
simple for ‗L st weekend‘ nd future tense for ‗Next weekend‘.
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Students then found a partner and asked and answered those questions. After a few minutes,
the teacher called on some pairs to stand up and act out their conversation.

Pair 1:
A: Do you normally have to study at weekends?
B‖ Yes, I do.
A: Is there anything you always watch on TV?
B: Music
(Teacher asked students to change the role)
B: Do you normally have to buy anything on Saturdays?
A: Yes, I do.
B: Do you have to do anything in the house?
A: Yes, I do

Pair 2:

C: Did you go anywhere exciting on Friday night?
D: Yes, I did.
C: Did you do anything tiring on Saturday morning?
D: Yes, I do.
(Teacher asked students to change the role)
D: Did you meet anybody on Saturday night?
C: Yes, I did.
D: Did you do anything relaxing on Sunday?
C: Yes, I get up late.
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Pair 3:
E: Will you go away anywhere?
F: Yes, I will.
E: Will you do anything on Saturday?
F: Yes, I will.
After each exchange, the teacher either said „Good‟ or corrected verb forms or pronunciation
mistakes if there were any. As can be seen, all the answers were in the affirmative. Students
focused on giving grammatically correct answers. There was no evidence of real interaction
or extended meaning making. Tram appeared happy with the students‟ correct use of tense.
There was no feedback on how to make exchanges sound more natural or real-life like.
Meaningful communication was not attended to by either the teacher or the students. This is
consistent with what Tram said in the interview that communication skills are not tested so I
do not focus on developing students‘ gener l communic tion skills, much less intercultur l
communication (Tram).

Helping students become independent and confident in speaking English was not evident.
Most of the class time was teacher talking time. The teacher read out loud more frequently
than students.
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Image 6.8

In Exercise 1, page 92 (see Image 6.8), Tram started by reading out loud all the questions 1-7.
She then read for a second time pausing to allow students to provide a chorused letter
response (A-G corresponding with the pictures). For the third time, she read the questions and
asked students to answer with their own information. Student responses were restricted to
short formulaic phrases. Below is an excerpt of how the above textbook activity was carried
out.
Teacher (reading out loud a question): “Do you use an alarm clock to wake up?”
Student A (pointed to by the teacher): “No, I don‟t.”
Teacher: “OK. Thank you.”
The emphasis was on the provision of correct answers. When responding to the teacher‟s
questions, some students even spoke in Vietnamese, without being encouraged to use the
target language. For example, replying to “When you get dressed, what‟s the last thing you
put on?”, a student said “Giày ạ” [“Shoes.”]. The teacher made no comment at all on this
response and quickly moved on to another question.
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Little attention to cultural aspects

With respect to the development of intercultural competence there was little evidence of this
within Tram‟s classes. This is also consistent to what she said in her interview about not
targeting this competence in her teaching. However, she added that if there is anything
related to culture in a text, I often explain or compare it with the Vietnamese context. The
only situation in which a cross-cultural comparison was observed was when a student
matched the two halves for Mistake of the week (see Image 6.9).

Image 6.9

The teacher said security is good in other countries. But this kind of incident never happens
in our country s we don‘t le ve the doors open, especi lly t night. She compared safety
situations between Vietnam and other countries. However, this comment could not be
considered as an intention to develop students‟ intercultural competence.

6.4.4 Tram in brief
In general, Tram‟s teaching practice emphasized a focus on formS (Long & Robinson, 1998)
rather than on meaning making. Although there was a strong alignment between what she
said in the interview about her teaching priorities and what she did in her classroom, little
evidence was found in terms of realising the Project 2020 goal, making students able to
communicate independently and confidently in English in a multilingual and multicultural
environment. However, Tram seemed to be two different people enacting two different roles.
Inside her classroom, she focused on introducing linguistic components to students,
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particularly preparing them for tests. This was seen as contradictory to her outside classroom
where she made great efforts to encourage students and other teachers to speak English by
organising many fun social activities. This paradox indicated that this teacher recognised
being able to speak the language and the ultimate outcome for teaching English, but she could
not make it an objective for her own class. Tram appeared to be a teacher that had
considerable knowledge and capacity but had not been able to utilise her skills within her
teaching environment. This was actually a wasted opportunity for the department as well as
the University.

6.5 Introducing Trang

I focus more on language input, like teaching grammar and vocabulary but I also
spend time to practise speaking (Trang)
This quote suggests that the teacher‟s priority was on introducing knowledge of the target
language, such as grammar, vocabulary and pronunciation. In addition, however, productive
skills, like speaking, would also be attended to. Section 6.5.3 will take a closer look at how
speaking skills were developed in her actual classroom.

6.5.1 Personal context

This senior teacher, also the vice head of the FL Department, had been working for this
institution since she graduated from university in 2000. She became a teacher as a result of
her childhood admiration of her teachers. Her love for the job of transmitting knowledge to
others developed when seeing her teachers passionately carry out their mission. This clear
and gentle voiced lady adopted the traditional style of a Vietnamese teacher, always keeping
a distance from the students. Trang had visited many foreign countries, including 6 European
and 3 Asian countries but did not have many chances to speak English on those trips as the
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tour guides helped with most of her enquiries. This shows that despite extensive experience
of international travel, Trang had little experience of authentic English language in other
countries. Trang expressed her expectation to visit Britain one day to experience all that she
had learned through reading for so many years.

6.5.2 What is said?

6.5.2.1 Interpreting the Project 2020 goal
Trang interpreted Project 2020‟s goal on communicative competence as enabling students to
use English to make themselves understood and understand other people. This interpretation
mentioned two spontaneous processes - making own meanings across and comprehending the
other‟s messages. This also suggests that this teacher put some focus on the interactional use
of the language rather than predominantly rehearsed language. Also, for her, a confident
speaker of English was required to have a good linguistic command. She added that speaking
confidently nd independently c n‘t be spe king on nd on without being understood by
others. This implies that comprehensibility of the message and interaction play a part in
making an effective speaker of English. Although her priority was placed on accuracy,
grammatical forms and vocabulary, as indicated in the quote at the beginning, Trang was
tolerant with occasional mistakes. She said they [students] don‘t need to spe k ccur tely ll
the time but they should reach a certain level of language competence.

With respect to communicating in a multilingual and multicultural context, Trang said that
students should be able to demonstrate their understanding of cultural differences between
their own and the interlocutor(s). This acknowledges that investigation into the other‟s
culture was necessary for communicating with people coming from another culture. Overall,
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„what is said‟ by this participant suggests a broad understanding of the ideas and practices
that underpin the Project 2020 goal.

6.5.2.2 Addressing the Project 2020 goal in her teaching
Trang highlighted the importance of having intercultural competence. She said it is necessary
for students to have this competence because in this globalised world they have numerous
opportunities to work for foreign or multinational companies. However, she confirmed that
developing intercultural competence is not targeted in her teaching. Instead, she prioritized
providing students with as much knowledge on vocabulary, grammar and pronunciation as
possible. The [end-of-course] test will include all these knowledge areas and 4 language
skills. This suggests that in spite of seeing the real need for developing intercultural
competence in students, Trang‟s lessons were predominately test-oriented, and she perhaps
did not appreciate that language and culture were linked.

In helping students gain confidence and independence in speaking, Trang said that she made
use of various type of groupings, such as pair work, group work and individual work. She
emphasized that she often asked students to take turns to be a group representative and come
up the front of the classroom to present the group‟s ideas on the given topic. Trang
acknowledged that working in pairs or small groups makes students less shy, which may help
them become more confident speakers of English. This suggests that Trang was well aware of
the benefits of different forms of class grouping and she was very flexible in using them in
her classroom to make students more confident and independent using the target language.

However, Trang confessed that she was not very confident in assisting students and preparing
them for multilingual and multicultural communication. She said she needed more first- hand
[cultural] experience as the knowledge she received from her post-graduate and
undergraduate courses on culture, was not sufficient. She admitted that she could not say
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whether those courses were cross- or intercultural communication as the terms were
confusing to her. This indicates that this teacher‟s own experience was not of learning
language as social practice (Scarino & Liddicoat, 2009). Rather, language and culture were
taught separately. She said that in her teaching she utilised various ways to improve students‟
cultural knowledge. For example, she would give additional information when a text
mentioned a particular cultural phenomenon or event. She might explain about some crosscultural differences, for example, relevant topics on the first meeting, making eye-contact
while speaking, Also, Trang said sometimes she played songs in English during break times.
This can be seen as her efforts to create a good learning environment where English is heard
incidentally, giving students some exposure to the authentic language and also to culture.

6.5.3 What is done?

6.5.3.1 Teaching environment
This is a class of the Advanced Program. All the multimedia facilities and superior classroom
accommodation created a very supportive learning and teaching environment. It was a smallsize class of 18 students, all males. They enjoyed all the luxuries and comforts that a
classroom could have within the institution‟s capacity, with air-conditioning, a projector and
loudspeakers attached on the walls. Also, the students were seated on foldable armchairs,
which were able to be easily rearranged into different settings.

6.5.3.2 Teaching materials
The Life textbook was used as the main source of teaching materials. Trang made full use of
the videos and ready-made PowerPoint slides and the students were provided with colour
textbooks, which was rarely seen in the Vietnamese context where illegal black and white
photocopied textbooks were commonly used among students, even teachers.
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Trang did not omit any activities presented in the textbook. She seemed to go through all the
steps at a relaxing pace, which was in contrast with the other teachers of the regular classes.
At times, activities were added but it was observed to have little supplementary benefits to
what was originally designed.

6.5.3.3 Teaching strategies

Mainly form-focused lessons

Although the textbook being used always provided activities that focused on meaning before
forms were highlighted, the teacher appeared to just follow activity by activity without
thoroughly understanding the underlying principles that informed the design of the text.

Trang was using a textbook which was not constructed as a grammatical syllabus, but she
tended to use it as such. She insisted that students speak using full sentences and corrected all
grammatical errors. For example, during the warming up of a lesson, students were asked to
talk freely about whether they wanted to take a year off to change their lives. Below is an
extract of the exchange between a student and the teacher:
Teacher (asking the whole class): …what would you do?
A student (immediately raising his voice): Travel to some places.
Teacher (turning to that student): You h ve to s y full sentences like I‘d like to nd

verb.

This clearly affected the smooth run of a conversation between the student and the teacher.
The student then softly said Yes, teacher and kept silent.
Trang‟s feedback on students‟ speaking clearly indicated that her focusing on linguistic forms
impacted students‟ language flow and meaning making. After two students acted out a
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conversation, the teacher said Em phải chú ý ngữ pháp nhé, ví dụ như wh t w s, did you feel,

Image 6.10
I felt [You have to pay attention to the grammar, for example, what was, did you feel, I felt].
For other pairs of students, her feedback was on their pronunciation. She did not mention any
comments on the natural use of language or whether the meaning was conveyed. In yet
another situation, students were asked to write in three minutes as many words relating to
jobs. The teacher then randomly collected four wordlists. The checking of this activity was
just limited to the teacher reading out loud each word from the list, correcting spellings and
deciding the winner of the activity with the most correct words. No other follow-up activities
were there to give students the chance to use the words they had written for a meaningful
purpose. In fact, this was the activity the teacher herself added before she jumped to Activity
3 (see Image 6.10). However, there was no linkage to introducing the suffixes of job titles.

As observed from the actual class, Exercise 4 was omitted. It can be inferred that the teacher
realised the irrelevance of the task when her students were currently not working in any
company. However, this is the opportunity for putting the words/rule they have learned into
practical use. The task could have been adapted, such as asking them to talk about someone
they knew well. By doing so, the target language would be used for meaningful
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communication. As it was in Trang‟s teaching there was very little attention to providing her
students with opportunities for meaningful communication.

Most activities were done as whole class rather than pair work or group work. Data from the
interview show that Trang was aware of the benefits of using pair work or group work in
making students confident speakers of the target language as intended in the 2020 policy.
However, the observation did not align well with what was said. The inconsistency of the
teacher again points to that found by Breen et.al. (2001). Most of the activities were carried
out as whole class. Small group work was not at all evident. Pair work was seen twice but it
appears that this kind of grouping was used because it was suggested in the textbook. There
was no evidence of students making efforts to use the target language to fulfil assigned tasks.
Below is an illustration of what happened in the class:

Image 6.11

The task of talking about a trip to a glacier in Alaska (see Image 6.11) might not be familiar
to people coming from a country with no snow like Vietnam. The teacher did not either
contextualise this or provide any information about Alaska and that this may have impacted
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the students‟ ability to undertake the task and then talk about how they approached the task.
Instead of trying to create and negotiate meanings using suggested ideas, students spent most
of the pair work time writing down conversation lines. They discussed in Vietnamese what
structures to use and the correct spelling of words. After 10 minutes, no pairs could write a
complete conversation. When the teacher asked for volunteers to act out the conversation up
front, the students pushed each other. No one was confident to take on the job. The teacher
then had to appoint some. All the appointed students had to look at their prepared notes on
paper or their mobile phones and read aloud. This suggests that the students were performing
the scripted language rather than communicating their own meanings. The task itself was an
information gap task and it required purposeful and spontaneous use of the language.
However, the students did not undertake it as an information gap task but rather a scripted
and rehearsed activity.
Trang‟s class can be described as teacher dominated. In every lesson, the teacher was
observed to work harder than the students. She talked most of the time, mostly in English and
sometimes in Vietnamese. Only a few students actively responded to the teacher‟s questions.
Most of the students were unable to follow the teacher‟s instruction and explanation. She
asked a question, repeated the question, sometimes translated into Vietnamese and if no
student could answer, she would answer it herself.
Addressing cultural aspects was rarely observed in Trang‟s class. The Life textbook being
used for this class provides a wide range of topics related to different cultures and countries
of the world. The series is very much global and contemporary in focus. Therefore, it has the
potential to support the development of intercultural communication. However, little
evidence was observed in terms of preparing students for such activities. After listening and
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reading about how people in different places celebrate Mardi Gras, the teacher assigned
Activity (see Image 6.12) as homework.

Image 6.12

The students were asked to work in groups of 4 or 5 to prepare for a presentation. After the
students formed their own groups, no more instruction was given. The next lesson a week
later came with no group getting ready and no presentation was made. This kind of
assignment (getting students to talk about a festival) was mentioned by the teacher in the
interview as a way to improve students‟ cultural knowledge. Apart from the activity not being
completed, this type of cultural knowledge is reflective of understanding culture as f words
(food, festivals, folktales) (see Section 3.1.2.2). This approach has been criticised as creating
a stereotypical representation of what culture is and separating culture from language.
Knowledge gained from this kind of activity is of little help in developing intercultural
competence and supporting multilingual and multicultural communication.

In one lesson, when the teacher was dealing with a vocabulary section, she distinguished the
different ways of numbering floors in British English and American English. Here is the
extract on the board:
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British English

American English

Ground floor

First floor

First floor

Second floor

Second

Third floor

Some students were seen to take notes while others were just listening. The teacher did not
make any attempts to let the students use those given words in context, for example,
describing the map (see Image 6.13) they had just used in the previous activity.
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Image 6.13

The provision of knowledge suggests that the teacher was trying to familiarise students with
different Englishes that can prepare students for using English as an international language.
However, no opportunities were created for students to use those language items in a
meaningful context.

6.5.4 Trang in brief
Project 2020‟s goal had potential to be successful in Trang‟s class. The modern classroom
facility created a favourable condition for effective teaching and learning for achieving
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communicative and meaning focused outcomes rather than just focusing on the learning and
practicing of features of form and the accruing of lexical knowledge. However, insufficient
support was given by the teacher to help students become more confident and independent
using the language, even though the small class size was an advantage. The students were
observed to be shy and reluctant to make their voices heard. Also, little evidence of
intercultural competence development was found from the observation of actual classroom
practice. The teacher‟s repertoire of teaching strategies did not include contemporary ways of
addressing language and culture in contact. Trang was still trapped within a very traditional
approach. The students had American professors occasionally coming to deliver lectures and
the class had one foreign student. There was the potential for the generation of an authentic
multilingual and multicultural environment for communication. At the very least the students
had the chance to see the need of being able to communicate with people from other cultures.
However, the teacher made no use of the foreign student in the class when dealing with
cultural differences or organizing communication activities. The observation suggests many
missed opportunities to engage in activities that would have supported the achievement of the
Project 2020 goals.

6.6 Introducing Trinh

No matter what students learn and what we teach, we have to aim at preparing students
for the exit requirement test. (Trinh)
This quote clearly indicates the test-oriented approach in Trinh‟s teaching and echoes the
sentiments of other participants at University Tri. This suggests that much of the teacher‟s
focus would be on forms of the language, such as grammar, spelling and vocabulary. Trinh‟s
approach will be checked against data from classroom observation in Section 6.6.3 to identify
what actually her focus of classroom practice was.
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6.6.1 Personal context

This 30-year-old teacher seemed to always be in a hurry. Even when speaking, she did it at a
fast pace. At the time of recruitment as a research participant, Trinh was doing her Master‟s
degree as well as teaching. She had been on the job for 8 years. Trinh became a teacher
unintentionally. English was the subject she did the best in at school, so she chose to enter a
prestigious foreign language university. There she was trained to be a teacher of English. She
was not alone in this matter as young Vietnamese people do not often have a clear mind
about career path before they graduate from a course. Trinh had a strong determination
towards engaging herself into some activities to improve her English language competency.
Her favourite activity was watching films in English. For example, she used a list of Oscar
nominated films and found those available online to watch. Due to a lack of the target foreign
language environment, Trinh often made herself read out loud texts at home to retain
speaking reaction in English as she spoke lots of Vietnamese in class. She said if I didn‘t
raise my consciousness to practise it regularly, my English would deteriorate. This reading
aloud practice demonstrates the Vietnamese culture of learning as impacted by CHC (see
Section 2.1). Despite always trying to learn while immersing herself into foreign visual and
audio entertainment, Trinh felt a misfortune for not having had a chance to visit any countries
of the world on her own. She did not hesitate for a second to say that her most wanted
destination was Australia where her close friend lives.

6.6.2 What is said?

6.6.2.1 Interpreting the Project 2020 goal
Trinh believed that the graduation requirement for English set by Project 2020 partially
contributes to the implementation of its goal. She said they [Project 2020] have set some
standard requirements upon graduation, for example of B1 level or TOEIC scores. So, if
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students meet the requirement, it means they can be able to confidently communicate. This
teacher believed in students automatically becoming confident communicators of English
after they successfully met the language test requirement. However, she added that to be a
successful communicator, students needed more than that, for example, relatively correct
pronunciation. Trinh further explained that pronunciation plays a crucial part in speaking;
pronouncing words means speaking the language. In my view, knowing English means you
have to be able to speak the language. This suggests this teacher would highlight the
development of speaking skills in her class, with special attention to pronunciation.

In addition, Trinh mentioned the importance of what she called background knowledge. She
said in a multicultural context, one needs to have some background knowledge, which means
‗b sic underst nding‘ of m ny spects, not only of soci l life but lso other stuff such s
psychology, body language or politeness. In this context, the word she should have used was
„general knowledge‟ rather than „background knowledge‟. Some of her examples included
knowledge of the society, culture, literature, even psychology. Her examples suggest that she
believed that in order to be a successful communicator in the interconnected world, students
have to have a broad general knowledge of the world beyond Vietnam.

6.6.2.2 Addressing the Project 2020 goal in her teaching
Trinh confirmed that Project 2020‟s goal of preparing students for a multilingual and
multicultural communication is not known to her or other teachers in any form. However, she
herself sets her own target as follows:
I always focus on pronunciation and speaking as for me these are important areas. If
I were an employer, I would not care about what certificate a candidate can show me
but test their spe king. I don‘t insist my students imit ting n tive spe kers‘ inton tion
or totally correct pronunciation but at least it can be understandable. (Trinh)
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Trinh‟s target had some commonalities with Project 2020‟s goal. Pronunciation and speaking,
which was Trinh‟s main focus of classroom practice, are important aspects of communication,
which is targeted by Project 2020. Also, her view on the native-like model reflected a shift in
perception with respect to the importance of the British or American accent as a model in
teaching pronunciation. However, native speakers were still considered important targeted
interlocutors. She said you may not have rich language vocabulary, or your speaking is not
good, but you can still communicate with native speakers if you have wide background
knowledge. Another interesting point is that Trinh mentioned the comprehensibility
[understandable] of language, which suggests she was moving away from the insistence on
accuracy of the language being the priority as it was with so many Vietnamese teachers of
English.

Trinh said she was confident to assist students in developing intercultural competence if it
were made a teaching goal by the department. She added that she often had to read related
texts and take notes prior to class if there was a text on a cultural topic. The analysis of
classroom observation in the next section will provide insights into how cultural aspects were
addressed in Trinh‟s lessons.

6.6.3 What is done?

6.6.3.1 Teaching environment
The classes I observed were scheduled from 7 a.m. to 9 a.m. on Saturday mornings so
normally students came to class very late. Sometimes the teacher had to wait for a long time
to start as so few students turned up on time. This shows students‟ low motivation toward
learning English. Class size varied from 27 to 33, depending on weather conditions. Fewer
students turned up on rainy days. The course they were learning was English 3 with New
English File, Intermediate as the main textbook. This class was in an ordinary classroom with
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no modern equipment or facilities such as a projector, a white board or loudspeakers. The
classroom furniture was in a fixed seating arrangement and could not be moved as there was
no space left, except for a narrow walking area between the two columns of tables.

6.6.3.2 Teaching materials
The English course that this class was doing was English 3, which used New English File,
Intermediate Level as the core textbook.

In terms of textbook use, Trinh did not spend much time on the grammar sections. She either
asked students to read more at home or she herself explained the grammatical rules without
eliciting ideas from students. In contrast to Tram, this teacher allocated most of her class time
to speaking, pronunciation and listening exercises. Trinh appeared to give a substantial focus
to preparing students for oral and audial skills. This contradicted the introductory quote but
was in line with the general tenor of her interview.

6.6.3.3 Teaching strategies
A big focus on pronunciation

This was consistent with what she said in the interview that pronunciation was one of the
most important parts in learning a language. She used herself as a model of pronunciation.
She read out loud sentences or texts without considering if the students were listening or not.

Reading aloud in chorus was also frequently observed after the teacher introduced a new
word or a list of words. This is congruent with the Vietnamese culture of learning, which has
been discussed in Section 2.1. When dealing with a reading text, if time allowed, the students
were asked to read aloud paragraph by paragraph and this was followed by the teacher‟s
correction of pronunciation.
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In one lesson, after two students volunteered to interview each other using the mobile phone
questionnaire (see Image 6.14), the teacher‟s feedback was You act naturally, but pay
attention to the correct pronunci tion of ‗mess ge‘.

Image 6.14

Pronunciation was always highlighted and commented on by this teacher, regardless of what
language skills or items were in focus.

Little attention to cultural aspects

Although the textbook provided good sources for cultural discussions, there were missed
opportunities where cultural differences and misunderstandings could have been discussed.
Below are some comments on how the teacher explored the textbook sections with cultural
content.

For the section on the use of mobile phone (see Image 6.15), the teacher was just limited to
explaining meanings of the words such as „dial‟, „text‟, „hung up‟, „call back‟, „leave a

212
message‟, „voice mail‟, „engaged‟, „ring tone‟. No cultural aspects of talking on mobile
phones were discussed. The teacher could have created a follow-up discussion on mobile
phone etiquette.

Image 6.15

Dealing with the Describing people section on Page 149 (see Image 6.16), the teacher mainly
focused on getting students to have correct answers. This content could have been used to
highlight numerous and significant differences in describing appearance in Vietnamese and
other cultures.

213
Image 6.16

The speaking activity on Good manners and Bad manners, page 39 (see Image 6.17) also
provided a good opportunity to talk about cultures. However, it was turned into the teacher
reading aloud and then translating into Vietnamese.
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Image 6.17

Trinh didn‟t make the most of the opportunities, for example talking explicitly about these 5
situations in different countries. This activity was ended with the teacher inviting a student to
talk about how Vietnamese people would act in similar situations. This was a strong student
with a good command of the language, speaking fluently and spontaneously without
preparation. It was a great opportunity for other students to listen to a good model of a
speaker, talking about a cultural topic. The other students were seen to be very attentive and
some contributed ideas as well. This suggests that cultural topics were of great interest to
students.

Another piece of evidence that shows the students were interested in culturally related topics
was observed on the reading section of Culture shock (see Image 6.18).
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Image 6.18

The teacher added one task asking the students to think about adjectives which could be used
to talk about stereotypes of English, Russian and Vietnamese people. The students were very
excited to contribute ideas. They argued and they laughed. Some students used Vietnamese
words when they did not know the English equivalents. Following is the outcome of the task
written on the board:
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English

Russian

Vietnamese

too polite

direct

polite

insincere

sincere

gentle

gentle

unfriendly

friendly

friendly

simple

complicated
The Culture shock reading text provided opportunities for students to analyse how language
and culture are linked but these were not as fully utilised in the activity as they could have
been. The nexus between language and culture was not emphasised. Although this activity
had limited impact on developing the students‟ communicative or intercultural competence, it
did raise awareness and helped students gain some confidence using the language to fulfil the
task given by the teacher.
In general, such topics as describing people‟s appearance, manner of using a mobile phone,
discussing good versus bad manners, or culture shocks could all lead to discussion of cultural
dimensions of language. However, there was little evidence that this was adequately
addressed in Trinh‟s lessons.

6.6.4 Trinh in brief

Although Trinh said her first priority was preparing the students for tests which mainly
assessed written forms, her actual teaching practice appeared to contradict this. At least
theoretically, she acknowledged the importance of other areas including the importance of
knowing about the world beyond Vietnam. She wanted to focus on speaking and culture, as
this was important for her (watching movies, practicing out loud etc.).
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Trinh‟s selection of textbook contents reflected her culturally related interests. Much of her
teaching materials had potential for promoting the discussion of cultural aspects of the
language. While maintaining native English-speaking people as the targeted interlocutors for
her students, she did not insist on native-like pronunciation in her classroom. However, there
were some missed opportunities where cultural aspects should have been more effectively
addressed in her lessons. This issue indicates that she had not been provided with guidance or
professional learning on how to deal with this area.

In general, Trinh appeared to be a teacher who wanted to be an effective teacher within the
Project 2020 context but that she was not being provided with the necessary professional
knowledge as well as not yet having had the opportunity to use English outside of Vietnam.
Trinh did come across as being a bit different – as trying to do things in a different way – she
just didn‟t know how to.

6.7 Conclusion

Data from this site suggest that from within the senior leadership of University Tri there
appeared to be an appetite to move towards achieving the goal of Project 2020. Data show
this in a number of ways. The University had set up English language competence
requirements for both students and staff. This indicates that English language education was
one of their priorities. This was further attested to by the University‟s English language
webpage which provides information and access for foreign partners and students. This also
generated an image of University Tri as a multilingual and multicultural learning and
research environment. The site showcased research and training, as well as associations and
events that demonstrate international cooperation. In addition to the external focus on
English, participants interviewed for this study also reported significant senior leadership
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support for activities proposed by the Department of Foreign Languages that involved
English broadly across the University.

Of particular importance for the University had been the establishment, by the senior
leadership, of an institutional steering committee to support Project 2020. This committee,
which had representation from the Foreign Language Department, had responsibility for
dealing with directives and tasks assigned by the national Project 2020 committee that impact
on policy implementation. This included curriculum and syllabus design. Thus, in terms of
the organisational culture of the University, and some policy initiatives and rhetoric,
University Tri had created a favourable environment for the implementation of the Project
2020 goal of enabling students to communicate in a multilingual and multicultural world.

Data show, however, that there was a significant barrier to implementation. This barrier was
at middle management level and affected both policy and actions. The „sayings‟ and „doings‟
of the HoD were problematic. Data show that responsibility for the learning and teaching of
English at this institution had been significantly devolved to Truyen. She had a major and
active role on the institutional Project 2020 Steering Committee. She was given responsibility
for recommending English exit requirements to the Rector. She was also given responsibility
for English syllabus design and its enactment. However, data show that not only did she have
a very limited understanding of Project 2020 and the key concepts underpinning it, but she
also considered the goal to be both inappropriate and unattainable within the institution. As
such, the essence of the Project 2020 goal had not been transmitted to the teachers of English
or addressed in any of the syllabus and planning documentation. Therefore, despite
supportive institutional senior leadership, and Truyen having the opportunity to be a change
agent both within the institutional organisational structure, and her department, there was no
evidence of her initiating, embracing or supporting change initiatives to enable the
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achievement of the goal that is the focus of this research. In fact, she was very negative about
the Project 2020 goal deeming it inappropriate for University Tri. The institutional Project
2020 steering committee was there but its existence showed very limited effectiveness.
Although committee members were from various departments, the representation was
tokenistic as most of the tasks were mainly proposed and directly done by members of the
foreign language department.

In terms of curriculum design, the University used the CDIO model, which was originally set
up for technical disciplines and was incompatible with the learning and teaching of
languages. This led to templates being completed without adequate understanding of the key
concepts underpinning curriculum design. Truyen admitted that she had not been given any
instruction on how to use this template. At the department of foreign languages, the
syllabuses were produced and submitted to the University, but these documents were not
accessible to teachers of English who were the target users.

Data from classroom observations show that teachers predominantly focussed on formS
(Long & Robinson, 1998) rather than meanings. Due to lack of time, teachers tended to cover
contents and skills that were likely to be tested. Their teaching was test oriented. It is also
evident that there were many missed opportunities where cultural aspects of the language
could have been introduced. The separation of language and culture was seen prominently in
the classroom. There were also many missed opportunities where students could be helped
become more confident using the language. CHC still proved to be significant in the
classroom where teachers talked a lot more than students and where practices such as
mimicry and memorisation continued to be influential.

In summary, at the time of the research, evidence of addressing the Project 2020 goal was
limited at University Tri. Although there was a desire for change, the achievement of the
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outcome was not obvious, particularly with respect to the non-English major students in the
English Department.
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CHAPTER 7 INSTITUTE TAI

7.1 Institutional context

7.1.1 Introducing Institute Tai

Institute Tai was first established in the middle of the twentieth century. The current structure
of the Institute is the result of a merger and rearrangement of a number of organisations in the
late 1990s.

Institute Tai is an HEI with a technology focus, which is under the state management of a
relevant ministry. However, training programs and degrees that this institute offers are
centrally regulated by the Ministry of Education and Training, like other HEIs. In spite of
being overseen by a range of ministries, under the Law of Higher Education, HEIs in
Vietnam are relatively autonomous, particularly in term of academic programs and activities
(National Assembly of Vietnam, 2012). Institute Tai has two major functions: 1) providing
training services to meet demands of the society and the sector relevant to Institute Tai, and 2)
conducting research and offering technology consultancy.

Being a key institution for research and education in its given sector, Institute Tai is
considered to have made a great contribution to the country‟s development. On the website,
there is a very long list of publications that bear the names of academic and teaching staff.
These publications feature in both domestic and international journals and are testament to
the prestige of the institution. This also indicates a stronger and clearer emphasis on research
and publication than the two other research sites involved in this study. A conversation with a
staff member from this Institute revealed that a lecturer is required to do at least 500 hours of
research annually (T. Bui, personal communication, April 17, 2018). There is a formula to
calculate these hours, and having publications counts for more weight than other activities
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such as conducting action research and presenting internally at institutional seminars.
Without a publication, it is almost impossible to meet research hour requirements. It is noted
that Vietnamese HEIs previously followed the model of the Soviet Union, in which
universities only focused on teaching while research work was intended for separate research
centres or institutions. In recent years, Vietnamese universities have started to attend to
research activities in addition to teaching. Some HEIs have even embarked on implementing
strict requirements with respect to lecturers‟ publications and it has become a criterion in
assessing their academic performance throughout the year.

Currently, Institute Tai offers courses in 9 majors, ranging from undergraduate to
postgraduate level. It is now home to 29,000 students of different levels and majors. Students
can choose to study full time, part time on campus or through distance learning.

The Institute has campuses in two major cities. The campus chosen for this study is the
bigger of the two. It is primarily housed in a large multi-storeyed building that is difficult to
access because of its congested location.

On the main website, there is a page in English, but the information communicated is very
limited compared to that in Vietnamese. The focus of this page is on international
cooperation and includes advertisements for several student exchange programs that are
conducted as partnerships with foreign institutions.

7.1.2 Organisational structure of the Institute and the place of English

7.1.2.1 Organisational structure of the Institute

Conforming to the bureaucracy of a state agency in Vietnam and the Law of Higher
Education (National Assembly of Vietnam, 2012), Institute Tai has an organisational
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structure that is common to many HEIs, as shown in Diagram 7.1. The Institute Council is
considered the most powerful body. Its role is to formulate and approve the Institute‟s
development plans. The Board of Directors, working in conjunction with other committees,
takes charge of the actual running of all activities. The three main areas of responsibilities
include research, full-time training and short-term training.

Diagram 7.1
Organisational structure of Institute Tai
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7.1.2.2 The Foreign Language Department
The Foreign Language Department, directly involved in this research, belongs to the Faculty
of Fundamental Studies. The Dean of this Faculty is also the Head of the Foreign Language
Department. There are 13 teachers, nearly half of whom are senior teachers holding
permanent working contracts. The younger teachers are on short-term contracts which are
considered for renewal after each term. For the past few years, a visiting Philippine teacher
has been sent to work for the department under a partnership program with an American
organisation. She is involved in teaching and outside class activities, for example, supporting
the „Sing to le rn‘ contest and English-speaking clubs. All the teachers seem to welcome this
foreigner as the staff room often witnesses fun conversations in English with her during break
times.

Academic meetings are not very frequently held; normally before and after a new semester
begins. Occasionally, news is also exchanged via email or on Facebook groups. The face-toface meetings do not often last long and much of the time is spent with teachers talking about
their difficulties while teaching and if they have any requests regarding basic operational
issues and maintenance. For example, they ask for non-working projectors to be fixed or new
air-condition systems to be installed. There is little discussion around English curriculum and
syllabuses, or policies and procedures at the higher level. This suggests that the discussion of
staff meetings is very much about the day-to-day running of the department, rather than
significant issues that impacts learning and teaching.

7.1.2.3 English policy for lecturers
The institutional policy indicates that there is a significant emphasis on lecturers‟ competence
in English. All lecturers and academics of subjects other than English are required to
demonstrate at least level B2, equivalent to an IELTS score of 6.5. The long list of
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publications in English language journals suggests that many of the academic staff have
better English competence than required.

A higher requirement is applied to teachers of English. Newly recruited teachers of English
must achieve an overall score of 7.0 IELTS. However, this is just a minimal requirement. To
be eligible for higher pay, teachers have to reach a higher score or hold a degree from an
overseas university. Other more senior teachers are exempt from this requirement as they
have been on permanent employment contracts for many years. Interestingly, a few years ago,
in an institutional English examination, all teachers of English failed to meet the required
competency. No further information about this was disclosed.

7.1.2.4 English education policy for students
Like other Vietnamese HEIs, Institute Tai determines its own regulations on English
competency at graduation. Under the latest document approved in 2015, all undergraduate
students must attain Level 3 of the CEFR-V. Alternatively, equivalents of other international
English test results are also accepted.

To be eligible for taking the end-of-term test, students only need to attend 80% of the total
class hours. In-term test results do not contribute any percentage to the final grading but
constitute one of the eligibility criteria. Students with an overall score of less than 4/10 are
not eligible to sit the end-of-term examination.

7.1.2.5 English classes
Recognising that language teaching should be done in smaller group, all the English classes
here were arranged in much smaller rooms compared to those used for the large classes of
other subjects. The biggest class observed had 33 students, the others less than 30, due to
students not turning up. The arrangement of smaller classes means there were more

226
opportunities for students to interact with the language and with each other. The coming
sections of this chapter will address how the teachers make use of this advantage in their
lessons.

All the classrooms were in a glassy building, so it was stuffy inside; the ceiling fans were not
enough to cool down the heat and humidity. Sitting in those rooms, almost everyone sweats,
which is very common in the Vietnamese context where air-conditioning is only associated
with more expensive programs. There was a wall-mounted green chalkboard in every
classroom, which was frequently used by the teachers. A big TV display screen was attached
to the right corner of the board. One of the teachers disclosed that some senior teachers
tended to use the chalkboard and CD player more often while the younger staff members
prefer to create animated PowerPoint slides for their lessons. However, in all the lessons I
observed, the three teachers only occasionally used the big screen, and the use was confined
to projecting suggested answers or keys to questions. Seating arrangements in all rooms
featured two-seat tables with attached chair. However, there was plenty of unseated space so
that teachers could organise different groupings, such as pair work or group work. The
analysis of classroom observations, later in this chapter, will also examine if the available
space was utilised effectively for language practice and use.

7.2 English syllabus design at Institute Tai

7.2.1 Syllabuses externally designed

The normal assumption would be that language educators employed within an organisation
should have the capability to design and redesign syllabus documents as part of their job.
However, the existing English syllabuses used at Institute Tai were not designed by teachers
of the Foreign Language Department. The Institute senior management agreed to outsource
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this task to a group of lecturers from a prestigious institution, the University of Languages
and International Studies.

As can be seen from the externally developed syllabus documents, learning objectives are
defined clearly. Below is an extract from Syllabus of English Level 1.1, intended for the
lowest level group.
Extract 7.1
On completion of this module, students will be able to understand and use basic
familiar greetings, and very simple phrases dealing with very basic and simple everyday
needs such as basic personal information exchange (name, age, address, telephone,
occupation, etc) in slow and clear speech and provided that the other person is prepared to
repeat or help with formulation.
Students will be able to understand very short and simple monologues, dialogues,
instructions and explanations, provided speech is slow enough for them to get the meaning.
Students will be able to introduce themselves or others in a simple way, give simple
and familiar orders in the classroom, ask and answer simple questions about themselves such
as name, age, address, family, ask and tell the time, or use phrases and expressions for
simple shopping, etc.
Students will be able to understand very short informational texts containing simple
and familiar words and structures in the common everyday situations such as postcards,
personal letters, messages, notices, etc.
Students will be able to present or exchange basic personal details in written form.
They can fill in forms with person details, write notes or short letters to friends or relatives;
write short descriptions of places, things, people in a very simple way.

The concrete articulation of the intended learning objectives indicates that the aim is to
develop students‟ ability to use the language for communicative purposes such as greeting,
introducing oneself, writing simple messages or informal letters, etc. The degree of language
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difficulty is also intentionally printed in bold type. These all suggest that the designers of
these documents had clear intentions in mind and expectations with respect to language
knowledge and use, and that this should have been clear to the teachers.

The very simple communicative speech acts, as mentioned in the intended objectives, suggest
an acknowledgment from the syllabus designers that English learning in schools does not
prioritise communicative functions. At lower levels of school education, English is a
compulsory subject from Year 6 to Year 12, whilst many students start learning the language
in Year 3. Although the communicative targets can be described as „slow‟ compared to the
long period of time students have spent on learning English, the learning objectives here have
a clear and real communicative focus that supports development towards the achievement of
the 2020 goal. However, with students at this point having extremely limited English ability,
the goal of multilingual, multicultural communication is ambitious.

For the above objectives to be achieved, the specific articulation of grammar and vocabulary
items are mentioned as below.

Extract 7.2
Pronunciation and letters deal with alphabet, International Phonetic Alphabet, some
vowel and consonant sounds, word stress, sentence stress, intonation patterns for statements
and Yes/No questions.
Basic vocabulary deals with familiar topics about personal details, family, friends,
school, occupations, accommodation, daily activities, etc.
Basic grammar deals with present simple, past simple, singular and plural nouns,
genitive, adjectives, adverbs of frequency, subject pronouns, some common sentence
structures, etc.
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It can be seen from the above detailed objectives, „knowledge teaching‟ (Ellis, 2009), which
includes elements of language such as grammar, pronunciation, and vocabulary, is not
considered as the principle focus of the instructional process. In this document, grammar and
vocabulary are viewed in a way compatible with the fact that the design of syllabuses mirrors
what we know about effective SLA (Ellis, 2003; Ellis & Shintani, 2014; Samuda & Bygate,
2008). There is a focus on meaning making in the first instance and then features of form
(such as grammar and vocabulary) emerge out of meaning making and are secondary in
syllabus design in order to reflect this. This is a very different perspective on how syllabuses
are constructed at the other two research sites of this study.
It is noted that the syllabuses do mention the need of introducing „social‟ and „cultural‟
aspects of the language so that the learned language is used for meaningful and appropriate
communication. An extract from the syllabus document for Level 3.1 states that the module
lso introduces b sic soci l nd cultur l spects to bro den students‘ knowledge nd
facilitate their learning and their use of English at level 3.1. Although there is an explicit
indication of culturally related features, this statement is copy-pasted onto syllabus
documents for other levels. There is no further specification of what social or cultural aspects
are intended for each level. Analysis of classroom observations will also examine the extent
to which this objective is addressed in practice.

7.2.2 Textbooks in use

The main English textbook series being used at Institute Tai is American English File 1 (for
high beginner students) and American English File 2 (for low intermediate students). The
File 1 textbook is used for 2 courses, English A1.1 and English A1.2 while the File 2
textbook for English B1.1 and English B1.2.
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The main aim of this series is to “get students talking” (Oxenden & Latham-Koenig, 2008a).
Discussing the role of linguistic elements, it says,

If we want students to speak English with confidence, we need to give them the tools
they need – Grammar, Vocabulary, and Pronunciation (G, V, P). We believe that
G+V+P = confident speaking, and in American English File 1 all the three elements
are given equal importance. Each lesson has clearly stated grammar, vocabulary and
pronunciation aims. This keeps lessons focussed and gives students a sense of
progress. (Oxenden & Latham-Koenig, 2008a, p. 8)

Image 7.1

The GVP framework guides the design and sequence of contents of the book series. An
example of how G, V, P are highlighted at the beginning of each unit is shown in Image 7.1.
This implies that there is a pivotal role for these three language elements (grammar,
vocabulary and pronunciation) in making a confident speaker. This GVP approach aligns
with common practices in Vietnam, but this focus on these specific features of form is not
reflective of contemporary understandings of SLA and effective languages pedagogy (Ellis &
Shintani, 2014; Lambert & Oliver, 2020).
The Student‟s Book has nine Files. The organisation of each file is as follow:


Lessons A, B, C, and D have the focus on G, V, and P as mentioned above. In these
lessons, there are also activities to develop Reading, Listening and Speaking skills.
The beginning of each unit usually introduces the target grammar item in context,
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focusing on meaning rather than explicitly presenting it. However, it then flips back to
the GVP pattern. The Communication tasks provided at the back of the textbook look
very structured and focus primarily on grammar rather than on meaning making.


The Practical English section is intended for teaching “functional „survival‟ language
and vocabulary… and also social English” (Oxenden & Latham-Koenig, 2008b).
Students are provided with related vocabulary and useful phrases for a variety of
situations, such as buying medicine, making a reservation or asking for directions.
However, there are few tasks, that enable students to actually use the language
purposefully in such situations.



The Writing section is placed separately at the end of each File and focuses on
different text types such as informal/formal emails as well as writing skills
(punctuation or paragraphing). Here too, however, there is an emphasis on skill areas
rather than on helping students to express meaning.

The contexts used for language practice focus on the U.S and Britain. Yet, there are also
situations where other countries and cultures are represented. This variety of content and
contexts provides potential to accommodate the teaching of English for multilingual and
multicultural communication as targeted by Project 2020.

In addition to the main textbook of American English File, several other textbooks are also
used to support the syllabuses. Basic Tactics for Listening and Listen In 2 are supplementary
for listening skills and Pathways – Reading, Writing, and Critical Thinking 1-2 for reading
skills. These textbooks, however, only provide exercises to practise the skills of listening and
reading (for example, listening/reading for the gist or specific information) rather than tasks
that support the use of language for communication.
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As a whole, the textbooks with GVP as their approach do not really align with the curriculum
and syllabus documentation which have a communicative orientation. They do provide some
potential for addressing the Project 2020 goal, but this is dependent on how teachers
understand the curriculum and utilise the textbooks to achieve the learning outcomes stated in
syllabus documents.

7.2.3 English courses

Like the other two institutions, University Tri and Duc, included in this study, English
courses are taught in 4 semesters at Institute Tai.

Table 7.1
English courses at Institute Tai

English A1.1
Group 1
Group 2

3 credits

English A1.2

English A2.1

English A2.2

English B1

4 credits

3 credits

4 credits

3 credits

4 credits

3 credits

4 credits

All the students are required to do a placement test after they enrol. A minority of students
(Group 1) reach a certain level and start at English A1.2 and then do English A2.1, English
A2.2 and English B1. The rest (Group 2) start at English A1.1 and then do English A1.2,
English A2.1 and English A2.2. As all students are required to achieve Level 3 (B1) upon
graduation, students from Group 2 have to self-study or take extra classes to reach the
required level. It is noted that there is a foreign language centre located within the Institute.
This centre offers short term English courses that teach grammar and pronunciation for
different needs. There are also courses preparing students for exit English examinations. This
is an additional pathway, functioning independently from the mainstream curriculum, and
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involves additional costs for students. This policy is also common to University Tri and
University Duc.

Like many other institutions, Institute Tai has a centre of Testing and Quality Assurance,
which operates independently from the faculties. This centre has responsibility for
administering all the examinations within the Institute. It has no responsibility for test or
examination design.

The Foreign Language Department used a test bank, created by the outsourced syllabus
designers. However, the whole test bank was not included within the research process as
access was difficult. Careful analysis of a few samples indicates that tests are, to some extent,
aligned with the externally designed syllabuses. There was not much testing of out-of-context
grammar or vocabulary knowledge. Most of the questions were focused on comprehension.
In particular, the speaking test was designed in a way to provide students with opportunities
to use the language to perform the various functions as stated in the intended objectives of the
syllabus. There are three parts in the speaking test. Part 1 involves questions about personal
information. In part 2, students are asked to describe a picture in around 6 -7 sentences and
answer a follow-up question related to the picture. Part 3 tests students‟ ability through roleplay, for example a customer in a shop or a tourist at hotel check out desk. A student doing
the speaking test is given a card that has one half of the dialogue and they are then required to
prepare the other half. After that, the student reads both parts of the dialogue to the examiner.
Test takers have some time to prepare sentences for their part in the dialogue, and then they
read out loud the whole conversation. The teacher examiner does not say anything but listens
and grades the performance. The nature of Part 3 does not really support spontaneous
language use or acknowledge the importance of addressing a communicative gap, as
proposed in task-based learning and teaching (TBLT) (Ellis, 2003). The test itself is
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structured around the rehearsal of language rather than spontaneous language use, but at least,
there is a communicative intention, rather than a grammar focus.

An end-of-term examination tests the four skills, speaking, listening, reading, and writing.
Skill areas are evenly weighted, at 100 points each. That makes a maximum score of 400
points for 4 skills. To pass a unit, students need to attain an overall score of 160 points
(equivalent to 4.0) for 4 skills with no individual test below 30 points (equivalent to 3.0).
This double pass rule (of 3.0) can be considered as „low‟ as the national regulation regarding
undergraduate education which uses credit-based system clearly indicate that a score of
below 4.0 is graded as a Fail (MOET, 2007). The following is the convertible table (Table 7.2)
from digit scores to letter grades and their meanings, that Vietnam has adopted from the US
system.

Table 7.2
Grading scale in Vietnam

8.5 - 10

A

Excellent

7.0 - 8.4

B

Good

5.5 - 6.9

C

Satisfactory

4.0 – 5.4

D

Passing Grade

Below 4.0

F

Fail

7.2 Introducing Tuyen, the Head of Department

When we choose textbooks, we look at the globalisation aspects that they offer; we
seek for ones that provide a variety of information about countries and people of the
world. (Tuyen)
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This quote suggests a progressive view about teaching English in the contemporary world,
which is filled with multis, multilingualism, multiculturalism, multi-dimensionalism (Special
Broadcasting Service, 2019), previously mentioned in Chapter 1. Textbooks reflecting the
diverse world would provide considerable support to language teachers in this „multilingual
turn‟ (May, 2013b). The following section will examine the extent to which Tuyen‟s beliefs,
academic knowledge and leadership practices support the world of globalisation and „multis‟
and the achievement of the Project 2020 goal.

7.2.1 Personal context

Tuyen is a senior teacher who has 25 years of experience as a teacher of English and 5 years
being an academic leader. She had just been awarded a doctorate degree after a long PhD
journey at a Vietnamese institution. This means she was now qualified for the position of a
faculty leader. In the Vietnamese context, qualifications are the priority criterion considered
for a promotion.

Tuyen was very supportive of me before and during my fieldwork. She helped me with all the
administrative procedures even though we had not met face to face before.

7.2.2 Interpreting the Project 2020 goal

Tuyen had a very general understanding of Project 2020. She said Project 2020 deals with
teaching English at all levels, from Year 3 to tertiary education. Many areas are paid
attention to, not only students but also teaching staff. There was a long period of silence after
I asked Tuyen about her understanding of the specific Project 2020 goal that is the focus of
this research. She finally stated that the goal talked about too general concepts. Tuyen
believed that Project 2020 expects students to have linguistic competence at a certain level
that allows them to express their ideas. This interpretation indicates a vague understanding.
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Further discussion of Project 2020 indicated that this HoD shared a similar understanding
with some other participants from University Tri and University Duc about other aspects of
the goal. Tuyen agreed that being independent means they do not need support from any
other language assistants, for example an interpreter, whilst being confident is interpreted as
students not feeling shy or daring to make mistakes so that they can achieve their
communicative purpose. Tuyen‟s hesitation in her responses and the generality of her
comments suggest that she was not overly familiar with the Project 2020 policy and its
application to her specific teaching context and her academic responsibilities.

With respect to the policy statement relating to multiculturalism, Tuyen stressed the
importance of students having some cultural knowledge, her conceptualisation of culture was,
however, limited. She said,

In this modern world, there is increased likelihood that students will work in a
multilingual and multicultural environment with people from both English and nonEnglish speaking countries. Therefore, they need to have some cultural knowledge in
order to survive in such an environment. But I think that this kind of knowledge is so
wide that no one can learn over night; it takes time. The textbooks we are using offer
a wide range of information about different places in the world.

This is a quite lucid comment. However, the examples she provided reflects a superficial
interpretation expressed through a cultural studies approach (see Section 3.1.2.2 of the
literature review) and does not indicate a link between language and culture. In her view,
culture is understood as „different places‟, having nothing to do with language. She also
added some other examples of culture, such as clothes, customs and traditions, wedding
ceremonies. This is not reflective of contemporary understandings, which see language and
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culture as interconnected (Cohen & Kassis-Henderson, 2017; Kramsch, 1998; Scarino &
Liddicoat, 2009).

7.2.3 Addressing the goal within the administration of the department

Tuyen admitted that their syllabus documents do not explicitly address the ability to
communicate in a multilingual and multicultural context, but she felt that it is incorporated
somewhere. She added that their ultimate goal is to develop communication ability for
students. Data from classroom observation and teacher interviews in the next few sections
will examine the extent to which the development of communicative competence is attended
to in practice.

As a teacher, Tuyen acknowledged the importance of students having intercultural
competence. She said that it is necessary for students to have this competence. However, she
added,
But this is just what we teachers think. But I have a feeling that for students, this goal
may be still too vague; they are not clearly aware of the importance. Their near plan
may be just to be recruited; if English test is needed for recruitment, it may focus
more on expertise matters rather than their communicative competence. So, students
may find it more helpful to learn about templates of CVs [Curriculum Vitae] or
practise responding to frequently asked job interview questions. Students may think
having this competence is an advantage only when they are already given a job in a
company, for example, when they are considered for a promotion.

Tuyen saw intercultural competence as something that students would deal with after being
employed, rather than as a pre-requisite to being able to be employed. This view was quite
different from the way it is stated in Project 2020 policy documents: being culturally
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competent, students will have better employment opportunities in this era of globalisation.
Furthermore, this situation provided additional evidence of the focus on „passing tests‟ rather
than on actually being able to use English for multilingual and multicultural communication
as being a priority in English language instruction. Tuyen was a key stake holder in this
change process but she was not an advocate for positive change as there was little evidence of
her being proactive. This would make it difficult to create a „good change‟ (Pennington,
2013).
Regarding teachers‟ ability, Tuyen admitted that the group of older teachers may not have the
ability to support students in achieving the goal while the younger teachers tend to be more
competent intercultural communicators. These younger teachers are said to be confident to
start a conversation with the visiting Philippine teachers (Tuyen). By associating and talking
with the Philippine teachers, the younger teachers can see the potential of engaging with
English beyond Vietnam.

With regard to supporting teachers with developing intercultural competence in the EFL
classroom, Tuyen said that she was the only one in the department sent to a three-week
training course in Singapore. The course focused on cultural aspects in language teaching. In
the course, they used participants coming from different countries as vivid examples for
multi-cultural demonstration. However, Tuyen was unable to comment on how she
transferred her experience of this conference into the practices of her Department.
Interestingly, she admitted she did not know whether her trip was funded by Project 2020 or
not. Many of her staff had also participated in courses on other aspects of language teaching
rather than cultural related ones, but again there was no discussion of how these opportunities
had impacted the Department or beliefs and practices.
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7.2.4 Tuyen in brief

Tuyen had been with Institute Tai for 20 years when she was considered for the post of an
academic leader. Being nurturing and supportive of others, she was popular with staff within
the Foreign Language Department, who were appreciative of this style of leadership.
However, the evidence was also there that she had very limited understanding of
contemporary academic concepts in terms of language education as well as leadership
responsibilities and practices that go beyond nurturing.

Tuyen attempted to use terminologies and discourses that are clearly aligned to ideas
associated with the Project 2020 goal of multilingual and multicultural communication.
However, her comments demonstrated that she did not have an understanding of culture
beyond the cultural study focus. She did not talk about culture and language as being
inseparable.

Despite leading an English teaching department, Tuyen had limited knowledge of the
national foreign language Project 2020. Her understanding of Project 2020 was superficial,
and she did not know about the recent activities conducted by the Project. This HoD should
play a crucial role in this change process, but her restricted academic knowledge as well as
her limited understanding of Project 2020 was a factor to be considered when investigating
successful change and policy implementation at Institute Tai.

7.3 Introducing Tuyet

I have rich experience living and studying abroad so I know the significance of being
able to communicate with people. Even though you have a good command of the
language, you may not have the competence to function well in real social settings.
(Tuyet)
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This quote indicates that this teacher had confidence in herself in terms of cultural knowledge
and overseas travel experience. More importantly, she stressed the significance of being able
to „do with the language‟ rather than „know about the language‟. It will be very interesting to
examine how Tuyet assists students in „doing with the language‟ in her own classroom. This
will be discussed in the following sections.

7.3.1 Personal context

Tuyet was in the early years of her teaching career. She came to this profession by chance.
Originally, she majored in Business Administration at university. However, while working as
a private tutor of English for a group of students, Tuyet became interested in teaching English.
She did her Master‟s Degree in TESOL in the U.K., where she gained both academic
knowledge and first-hand experience living in an English-speaking country. Tuyet had had
extensive exposure to authentic English sources. She entertained herself by watching films in
English. She stayed up to date with international news via such popular websites as New
York Times, the Guardian and Daily Mail. She also worked part time as an interpreter or
translator for international organisations. Most importantly, she still maintained contact with
her foreign friends. She said that all these avenues had helped her maintain her English level,
though she has very little chance of speaking the language outside the classroom.

Having had broad international travel experience to 12 countries, Tuyet still expected to have
opportunities to visit more countries. One of her most wanted destinations was America. In
her opinion, the USA was a modern country with open-minded people, which was opposite to
the typical cold and unfriendly British locals she had encountered in the UK. Her
interpretation of both communities was superficial and did not reflect an ability to see
beneath and appreciate language and specific cultural practices in depth. This was almost
certainly a product of her own English language learning experiences.
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7.3.2 What is said

7.3.2.1 Interpreting the Project 2020 goal

Tuyet admitted that I heard about this goal somewhere, but I cannot remember it in detail.
Her understanding of the Project 2020 goal was that students are expected to be selfconfident, trying to communicate ideas by any means, for example, body language or
drawings. Tuyet identified that,

the typical psychological phenomenon of Vietnamese learners is the fear of making
mistakes and being afraid of speaking out. Many students have learned English for 12
years at school, but they will likely run away if a foreigner comes to ask them for
direction… They never tend to start a conversation with a stranger in English... In
many cases, foreigners may misunderstand that you are cold, not wanting to talk with
them.
This comment well reflects the fact that most Vietnamese learners are scared of „speaking out‟
the target language, regardless of how much language knowledge they have. The silence or
the move to run away may cause confusion to someone from another culture.

It is noted that Tuyet explicitly mentioned the importance of having cultural knowledge. She
said that students should be able to talk about their own culture and cultural differences.
Tuyet was the only participant so far who was able to articulate the importance of having the
ability to talk about one‟s own culture when being engaged in intercultural communication.
This ability is actually part of the „savoirs‟ described by Byram and Golubeva (2012) as
constituting Intercultural Communicative Competence. Elaborating on cultural differences,
Tuyet makes reference to the following:
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when I first came to Britain I was surprised about people addressing me as 'love', like
in 'Sorry, love', 'Bye, love', although I met them for the first time. I used to think 'love'
was used for an intimate relationship.
… For me, they [British people] are one of the most polite people in the world. When
they s y ―Your ssignment is excellent/outst nding.‖, it is not

good compliment. It‘s

just a polite way of giving feedback and you may get a low grade for it.
…They don‘t spe k in

direct w y. Inste d of s ying ―Could I borrow your pen?‖,

they sk ―Do you h ve

pen?‖

In these examples, language and culture were intertwined. However, in the first situation,
what Tuyet did not understand was that „love‟ is not just for intimate relationships, but that it
was also socially bound, and you would not find it used in this way in upper class contexts or
in other English-speaking communities. The second example was about the way discourse is
structured within educational contexts and in the way that teachers provide positive feedback
first before addressing weaknesses in students‟ work. This is a very common practice in
education. These all suggest that Tuyet had developed some sort of awareness even though
she still did not have a nuanced understanding of how meaning was communicated in this
way.

7.3.2.2 Addressing the Project 2020 goal in her teaching
Despite the fact that the syllabuses being used do not explicitly include the objective of
preparing students for multilingual and multicultural communication, Tuyet felt that,
in academic meetings we do talk about teaching English using a communicative
approach. We have a Philippine teacher whose job is to help attain that objective.
Our students have a chance to communicate with a foreigner. We also have a
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connection with REI [Resource Exchange International], an international
organisation, with representatives from other countries. We sometimes organise
seminars so that students can interact and learn with foreign volunteers.

The presence of the Philippine teacher and REI volunteers obviously created a multilingual
and multicultural context where both teachers and students could have opportunities to use
the target language meaningfully. Research data indicate that the other research sites did not
have this advantage to the same extent. It is important to note, however, that whilst this
ability to experience communication multilingually and multiculturally was discussed by
Tuyet, it was not mentioned by the HoD.

Discussing the overall goal in her classroom, Tuyet said,

Before I only focused on teaching grammar and preparing students for international
English competency tests. But my overseas experiences helped me realise the
importance of being able to communicate with other people. So, I want to share my
experiences with my students, for ex mple, the pl ces I‘ve been to or wh t it is like to
communicate in an international environment.

Interestingly, in a test-orientated context like Vietnam, this teacher had a relaxed attitude
about students‟ test performance. She said that preparing students for the final tests is not the
ultimate goal in my teaching and that their scores do not affect teachers. However, she did
not appear to use her students‟ test results as a way to reflect on her own teaching practice. In
another comment, she added that I always balance helping students improve both their
linguistic and communicative competence. Analysis of her classroom practice in the next
section will examine how this teacher balances these two approaches, „focus on forms‟ and
„focus on meaning‟ (Ellis, 2016) in her teaching.
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Tuyet agreed that it is necessary to develop the ability to communicate in a multilingual and
multicultural context, as:

We are now in a globalised world where there are numerous opportunities for
meeting and working with people from other cultures. The chances of talking with
non-native English speakers are even more than with native ones. Therefore, being a
confident communicator is very important.

This teacher was well aware of the fact that English is now widely used by non-native
speakers. This means students need to be prepared for different Englishes spoken by nonnative people. The native model is not the only reference point in EFL classrooms (May,
2013b; Newton, 2016).

Regarding the activities used to help students become more confident in using the target
language, Tuyet admitted that due to large class sizes and limited contact hours, not much can
be done to develop students‟ communication skills. She said,
…within

100-minute lesson; we c n‘t person lise students. And t the s me time, we

still have to teach other language skills and follow the designated teaching schedule. I
can only try to help students become autonomous learners in general and tell them the
import nce of h ving good communic tion skills… In cl ss, I sometimes c rry out
activities for students to speak in pairs or in groups. Then I randomly call upon some
to perform upfront nd give them feedb ck for others to le rn from their friends‘
mistakes.

Although this teacher said that she focused on communicative competence, she tended to ask
students to perform rehearsed language rather than speak spontaneously. This was a
reflection of Confucian influence on educational practices in Vietnam (see Section 2.2.3).
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However, this comment highlights her appreciation of the importance of good
communication skills which can be supported through engaging students in pair work and
group work. Interestingly, she is the only participant to have identified the importance of
fostering the development of autonomous learners.

7.3.3 What is done

7.3.3.1 Teaching environment
Tuyet‟s class was one of the smallest groups participating in this study. The attendance rate
varied each day, ranging from 19 to 24 students. These students were towards the end of
English A2.2. They had completed 3 other courses; English A1.1, English A1.2 and English
A2.1. Having completed English A2.1 in the previous semester these students, according to
the syllabus, were able to:


understand and use frequently used expressions and sentences dealing with concrete
everyday needs (for example, very basic personal and family information,
accommodation, studies, jobs, etc.)



understand slow clear and standard speech related to areas of most immediate
personal relevance and provided the other person is prepared to repeat or clarify
what they mean



understand short and simple conversations on familiar topics



communicate in simple and routine tasks requiring a direct exchange of information
on familiar topics



use simple and clear to understand expressions to describe their personal life,
immediate living and working environment and also exchange their immediate
personal needs
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give orders or short instructions.



identify the main point and find certain specific information in short, simple and easy
to understand texts written in common everyday materials such as simple newspaper
rticles‘ titles, descriptions of f mili r people or events, menu, quot tion sheet



understand personal letters expressing basic information exchange (for example,
asking and providing information); understand some signs in public places or in
schools and workplaces.



write simple and short personal letters expressing thanks and apology



give short, basic descriptions of people and daily activities or describe what is going
on or happened in the past, personal experiences.

These syllabus content descriptors suggest that the students in Tuyet‟s class are at
Intermediate level. They were using American English File 2 as their principal text.

Classes were held in a small and stuffy classroom. Students with soft voices could not make
themselves heard because the ceiling fans were making a loud noise. Beside the conventional
chalkboard, there was a TV screen, which could be used for projection. Tuyet did use this
screen to show multimedia slides during her lessons. She appeared to be confident in using
technology to support her teaching.

7.3.3.2 Teaching materials
The main textbook American English File 2 was used for two of the three sessions: Unit 9A
(What a week!) and Unit 9B (Then he kissed me), as shown in Image 7.2 and Image 7.3.
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Image 7.2

Image 7. 3

In the third session, the textbook Basic Tactics for Listening was used for listening skills.
During the two-hour lessons, two units were covered, Unit 15, Apartment Living, page 58-61
and Unit 17, The weather, page 66-69. Tuyet followed the textbook page by page and only
stopped when time was up. Within this timeframe, the teacher‟s aim appeared to be covering
content rather than on what students were learning.

7.3.3.3 Teaching strategies
Form-focused instruction

Data show that focusing on features of form (Long, 1991) was evident when it came to
Tuyet‟s teaching of grammar. As can be seen from page 101 of the textbook (Image 7.4), the
target grammar of Past Perfect Tense is presented in the context of six stories. By combining
different sentences to make complete stories, students have opportunities to draw attention to
the intended grammar item.
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Image 7.4

However, in Activity 1, Speaking & Reading, Tuyet was simply concerned with students
being able to have correct matching answers and translate the stories into Vietnamese to
ensure comprehension. Theoretically, ensuring comprehension is sound before focusing on
forms although there could have been better ways to do this rather than through translation.
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The teacher chose to use explicit language instruction to present the target grammar item.
Below is an extract from the board:
Use: QKHT diễn tả hành động xảy ra và kết thúc trước một hành động khác trong quá khứ
[Past Perfect Tense is used to express an action happening and completing before another
action in the past]
Form: (+) S + had +P. II
(-) S + h dn‘t + P. II
(?) Had + S +P. II
Students were then asked to take notes and do exercises on page 143 (see Image 7.5) to
practice the Past Perfect Tense.

Image 7.5

There was no evidence of students being given opportunities to use the presented grammar
meaningfully in a purposeful context. At the end of the section, students are supposed to
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work in pairs to complete the Communication task (see Image 7.4), but the teacher opted to
leave this out.

Classroom activities focus on checking correct answers and are strongly influenced by GVP
approach

After asking students to do an exercise, a frequently observed action done by the teacher was
ticking and counting the correct answers, for example ‗1C, 2E, 3G…‘. Alternatively, the
checking activity was a cooperation between the teacher and student, like in the following
example, shown in Image 7.6

Image 7.6

Teacher: Number 1
Students: Asked
Teacher: Number 2
Students: Told
….
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Most of the work students were required to do were form focused exercises provided in the
textbook. Having correct answers was considered as the required outcome of the language
instruction process.

During the three sessions observed, there was only one time when students were invited to
speak in front of the class. Three pairs of students were invited to the front of the class to
present Activity 5, page 103 (see Image 7.7).

Image 7.7

The invited students stood up and read out what they had written. Other students were then
asked to give comments on their friends‟ work. Comments included ‗Cặp 3 nói không tự tin
lắm‘ [P ir 3 w s not very confident], ‗Cặp 2 cần nói rõ ràng hơn ‘ [P ir 2 need to speak
more clearly]. These comments addressed confidence and pronunciation. The teacher‟s
comments are also interesting as there was a strong focus on pronunciation. She said,‗Các em
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thường hay thiếu âm cuối, một số từ chư chuẩn như phobi s, l nguages, lived, clothes và
phải chú ý intonation ở câu hỏi‘ [You often f il to pronounce ending sounds, some words
were mispronounced such as phobias, languages, lived, clothes, remember to pay attention
to intonation in questions]. This is evidence of how the GVP approach results in the way
language is presented in the textbook and therefore taught in the classroom.

Little evidence indicating an attention to preparing students for multilingual and
multicultural communication

During the three classroom observations, it was recorded that there was only one time when
students were given an opportunity to answer pre-prepared questions (see Image 7.8).

Image 7.8

However, this opportunity was finally missed. After students worked on their own for a few
minutes, two were invited up front. Instead of having them generate a dialogue, the teacher
asked the five questions one by one, and the two students took turns to answer each question.
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7.3.4 Tuyet in brief

There were incongruities between what Tuyet said and what she did in her classroom. Data
from the interview suggest that this teacher was confident with her extensive international
travel experience and the knowledge she gained from her overseas Master‟s course in
TESOL. She talked about the importance of being able to speak the language. More
importantly, she knew that English now had different varieties and the native speaker was no
longer the only norm in the classroom. However, her classroom practice did not align with
her knowledge and perceptions. The rhetoric and reality were different. Data from classroom
observations indicate that this teacher was simply teaching what was required of her in this
context where she did not really have either the freedom or the time to do what she would
have preferred to do. She adhered to the approach presented in the textbook series rather than
drawing on her own beliefs and experiences and incorporating them within classroom
practice. She did not make use of group work or pair work as an effective way to improve
students‟ confidence in using the language or provide them with opportunities for real and
communicative language use. Her lessons were very much about getting students to have
correct answers for the activities provided in the textbook. This means the Project 2020 goal
of preparing students for a multilingual and multicultural context was much less in evidence
in Tuyet‟s classroom than one would have expected given the contents of her interview.

7.4 Introducing Toan
If you work with foreigners but you c n‘t communic te with them, you will sooner or
later be dismissed. In addition to their professional knowledge and skills, being
interculturally competent will be the decisive factor for surviving at their work place.
(Toan)
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This quote suggests that Toan was aware of the importance of being interculturally competent,
particularly within the world of work and that this aligns with the 2020 goal. Analysis in the
coming sections will examine the extent to which this important competence is attended to in
his classroom.

7.4.1 Personal context

Toan was the only male participant in this study and was also the only male teacher of
English in this institute. This was reflective of the small percentage of male educators in
social sciences in Vietnam. There still exists gender distinction with a common belief that
men should do a more masculine job rather than being a teacher.

This teacher had been with Institute Tai since 2014 after changing jobs several times. When
asked what he did to improve his English level Toan replied:

Although English is not my first language, I use it very often, from morning till
evening everyday as I have many classes to teach; I teach here at the institution and I
have my own classes outside. Teaching helps me maintain my l ngu ge bility… I
have foreign friends whom I often talk with on the phone or I invite for coffee and we
talk in English.

Toan gave the impression that he was constantly using English and that he was doing so in
both instructional and social environments and in spite of not having any international travel
experience. He said it‘s good for
but I h ven‘t h d such

te cher of English to h ve n exposure to other countries,

ch nce. If he were to choose, he would go to native English-

speaking countries, such as Britain, America or Australia. He explained that going to these
countries would improve my communic tion skill nd I‘d h ve some exposure to their
culture... Knowing about their culture would make my lessons more interesting with examples
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of cultural differences. This response doesn‟t seem to cohere with his previous comments
about improving English. Also, this teacher still supported the native model whilst it is
widely agreed in the contemporary literature that this model is challenged by the presence of
different Englishes in the multilingual turn (May, 2013a). In addition, his comments suggest a
lack of awareness of how multiculturalism and multilingualism is addressed within
contemporary literature.

7.4.2 What is said

7.4.2.1 Interpreting the Project 2020 goal
Toan‟s responses to my questions were either general or very limited. When being asked
about how he interpreted the Project 2020 goal, he said Vietnam is integrating with the world
so the Ministry aims at students achieving B1 upon graduation. This was a very limited
interpretation of the goal. He did not mention anything about his understanding of the ability
to communicate in a multilingual and multicultutal context. When pressed on this, Toan
described a confident speaker of English as somebody who can understand what other people
say and they can make themselves understood when talking about work or life-related topics.
Interestingly, responding to the question of what students may need to function well in a
multilingual and multicultural context, he said that many students are afraid when meeting
people from foreign countries because they are not self-confident, they h ven‘t ever been in
conversation with foreigners or they have not had much practice. He was unable to comment
on what they needed, particularly within the context of curriculum and the educational
environment. Rather he chose to focus on students being afraid and lacking in confidence.
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7.4.2.2 Addressing the Project 2020 goal in his teaching
Regarding the inclusion of the Project 2020 goal in the English curriculum, Toan said that
this objective is not explicitly included in our teaching program here, although he
acknowledged being able to communicate in a multilingual and multicultural context is very
important for students, helping them maintain a job. This is a very general comment. He
could not elaborate further.

When being asked about his own confidence in helping students become successful
intercultural communicators, Toan said the objective of our teaching English here is to make
students able to speak with foreigners. If they want to know more about other cultures, they
have to look it up by themselves. This comment starkly presents a lack of awareness of the
connection between language and culture as well as a clear delineation of where he sees his
responsibilities as a teacher. Interestingly, he acknowledged that during his graduate study he
studied a unit related to cultural studies but did not gain much from that unit. He could not
remember what areas that unit covered. This could be interpreted as an admission of
inadequacy.

As indicated above, this teacher held a narrow view of culture. This is reflected further in the
following comment:

I tell them about Japanese sushi, Korean kimchi. I also tell them about festivals which
I think reflect clearly the typical culture of a particular region or country. When I talk
about Thai water festival, I will mention how it happens, what people do and why they
celebrate it.
All of the examples above highlight the f-word approach to the teaching of culture (see
Literature Review, Section 3.2.2.2). This indicates both a lack of knowledge with respect to
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English cultural practices, and also an interpretation that separates language and culture
rather than of having an appreciation of their connectedness and of language as social
practice (Scarino & Liddicoat, 2009). This seems again to contrast with his description of his
own experiences of using English.
In helping students with general communication skills, Toan said he would get them to work
in pairs or groups to role play in different situations. For intercultural communication, he
would only explain when it comes to something that he knows. He said if I know much I‘ll
tell them much, if I know little, I will look it up and can only tell them as much as I know. The
analysis of classroom oberservation in the next section will examine how all these comments
are reflected in practice.

To summarise, Toan was not able to articulate clearly his understanding of the goal in
question, although he tried to use some related vocabulary and terminology, such as culture,
integrating, foreign(ers), conversation. He actually did not talk about language. He certainly
did not talk about English. There was really nothing here about English other than the fact
that students need to get to B1.

7.4.3 What is done

7.4.3.1 Teaching environment
Toan‟s class had 21-24 students, a good size for a language class. These students had finished
three English courses at the Institute and were now undertaking English A2.2. They were of
the same level as Tuyet‟s class, at intermediate level.

This group was studying in a small but well-equipped room. This teacher did not use the
chalk board as much as other teachers. Instead, he used the projector screen to show
PowerPoint slides, which were created collectively among all the department teachers. Each
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of the teachers was responsible for several units and then all the files were compiled for
mutual use. The slides were actually the cropping of textbook sections with correct answers
added with animation. By clicking the mouse, teachers were able to ensure correct spelling of
answers to be shown to students.

7.4.3.2 Teaching materials
The three observed sessions fell into the late period of the semester, when the main teaching
resources came from the two supplementary textbooks for listening and reading. The first
session used the Basic tactics for listening textbook, Unit 20, Describing things. This was
contrary to the syllabus which specified that three units be covered (Unit 19, 20, and 21). The
second session was also intended for listening, using the same textbook, Unit 23 and 24. The
last session was on reading skills, using the Pathway 1 textbook, Unit 6, Future living.

These supplementary textbooks provide practice of different subskills of listening and
reading. This was different from the GVP approach utilised in the principal textbook of
American English File.

7.4.3.3 Teaching strategies
Teacher made little attempt to adapt the textbook materials

For most sections, Toan followed the textbook material mechanically without customising for
the specific needs of his students or the context of his teaching. In the following task on Page
91, Basic Tactics for Listening (see Image 7.9), for example, there are no pre-listening
activities included in the text to activate vocabulary, predict content or generate interest. This
teacher did not add any activities to prepare students for listening.

259
Toan started by reading the instruction as printed (Listen to people talking about cities. What
is each city like? Check the correct answer) without any further explanation or checking
students‟ understanding of the task. Below is an account of what happened in the class.

Teacher

Students

-

-

Play the audio for the first time

Listen and tick the answers they
chose

-

Say: One more again

-

Listen again and double check the
answers

-

Say: Now check it. Number 1, Tokyo

-

Some say: Great

city…

-

No one replied

-

Ask: Why?

-

Say: Mình nghe phải viết ra chứ
[while listening you should have
jotted some notes down]
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Image 7.9

The activity continued to the last listening text, with the teacher constantly playing the audio,
pausing to check the correct answer and asking „why‟ questions. None of the students was
able to answer those „why‟ questions, but the teacher did not try to paraphrase or show the
key words from the script giving clues to the answers. There was no explanation such as „You
have to pay a fortune for everything‟ (in one of the listening texts) means „expensive‟.

This example suggests that Toan had a limited repertoire of teaching strategies and
methodologies to support the development of language skills. He was not able to demonstrate
any capacity to support students with their lack of comprehension or inability to respond to
his questions.
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Teacher displayed limited language competence
Toan‟s spoken English was difficult to comprehend. He constantly code switched using much
more Vietnamese than English. He rarely used the definite article “the”, for example, Now we
move next part or Now summarise lesson. This is a very typical mistake for low level learners
as no similar words can be found in the Vietnamese language.
Toan‟s English sentence construction was the same as that used in the Vietnamese language.
He translated word for word, such as How about suggest for him? or Number 1, you choose A
or B? Why you decide A? Key words you listen? He did not have a good theoretical or
practical knowledge of the language he was teaching.

Replying to my comment on his infrequent speaking of English in class, Toan said that with
the students here [at Institute Tai] I cannot speak much English but I do with the high level
students outside... and that I have foreign friends whom I often talk on the phone with or I
invite for coffee and we talk in English. This seems not to be a sound explanation. In fact, the
target language can be used with students of any level if the input is comprehensible. Krashen
(1992) proposes comprehensible input as a crucial and necessary elements for language
learning and acquisition. According to Krashen, students will progress if the language input is
slightly higher than their current level, even though they do not necessarily know every single
word.

There was further evidence showing that Toan had limited ability to speak English. In the
break time, while other teachers, including those teaching subjects other than English, who
had very low English competence, enjoyed talking with the Philippine teacher, Toan sat
quietly on a table, not participating in the fun conversations with his colleagues.
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Tension could be felt during class time

There was a considerable distance between the teacher and students in class. He exercised
power in classs. He spoke in a loud and unemotional voice. Many of his intructions, both in
English and Vietnamese, were in the form of imperatives, for example, Check it now,
summarize lesson now or Nói to lên [Speak louder], Đứng hẳn ra ngoài [Move out of your
seat].

Toan was primarily concerned with control, so he was unable to create a classroom
environment that supported interaction between students. Within such an environment there
were also no interactional opportunities for English language use that are important for SLA
(Ellis & Shintani, 2014; Lambert & Oliver, 2020). The tension could be easily felt, with
students not enthusiastically engaging in the learning activities. Many of them did as the
teacher told them to do without asking any questions while some did not bother to participate.

Little effort to help students with speaking skills

Although two of the three observed sessions were intensively focussed on listening skills,
which is naturally linked with speaking, limited opportunities were provided to improve
students‟ communication ability. In Activity 4, page 92 (see Image 7.10), after the listening
task had been done, the students were asked to choose any two cities and talk with a partner
to compare them.
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Image 7.10

While it was intended as an oral communication task, Toan‟s instructions to the students were
Note ra thôi chứ không phải viết ra cả câu đâu nhé [Take some notes only, don‟t write full
sentences]. He did not present the task as one where students had an opportunity to use oral
language spontaneously. As a result, the students fell into writing the scripts or discussing in
Vietnamese. Three pairs were then, in turns, invited to „speak‟ in front of the class, they
actually presented memorised scripts. When the students finished, the only comments the
teacher gave were Thank you for your speaking or OK, thank you. He did not provide any
other feedback for improving the students‟ speaking skills.

Missed opportunities to attend to culture-related aspects

Even though the listening texts provide a diversity of settings, both visually and aurally,
there was no making use of the pictures of cities or landscapes around the world. There was
no attention to cross-cultural or intercultural dimensions in the way people give directions
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(addressed in Unit 21 ) or describe friends (presented in Unit 22). Such discussion or analysis
may have helped in preventing misunderstandings when it came to multilingual and
multicultural communication.

7.4.4 Toan in brief

This teacher was keen to convey an air of confidence, but this was unconvincing because of
the quality of his responses, which were either limited, general or off-track. It is noted that
the interview was being conducted in Vietnamese so comprehensibility of language was not
the issue, rather, it appeared that the difficulty was with the comprehensibility of the concepts
being addressed through the interview. Questions had to be repeated or rephrased several
times. I did not encounter this situation with any other participant interviewed for the
research, even though similar wording and terms were used. His lack of ability to reference
English specifically (language and culture) raises concerns with respect to his own
knowledge base (English language and language policy).

There were contradictions between what was said and what was done by this teacher. He
said he communicated in English with his foreign friends, but he was seen to make little use
of the target language in teaching. He commented extensively on the importance of culture,
but there was little evidence that he prepared his students for intercultural communication.
Not having a strong language competence or good background of multilingual and
multicultural communication, which is targeted by Project 2020, Toan could not adequately
address the goal in his own classroom. 8

Since this research has undertaken, Toan‟s contract at Institute Tai was terminated as he failed to
achieve an expected level for English competence (overall IELTS score of 7.0 or equivalents)
8
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7.5 Introducing Tu
I‘d like to go to China or Korea because I watch lots of Chinese and Korean
romantic films. I love and can speak some of their languages. I want to visit these
romantic places so that I can practise my language... Other countries like the U.S or
France seem to be out of my imagination. (Tu)

Tu had not had any international travel experience before. Her expected destinations, China
and Korea, were those featuring in her frequently watched movies. On top of the opportunity
to see the romantic places with her own eyes, Tu was also keen to use her tiny Chinese and
Korean language command with the local people there. This teacher had realised the
importance of being able to speak a language in an authentic environment.

7.5.1 Personal context

Tu used to work in a high school for two years before she started her teaching position at
Institute Tai in 2010. This teacher did not have an academic background in the teaching of
English. Her undergraduate degree was in English language studies, majoring in translation
and interpretation. Later, she became interested in a teaching career and did a short course on
teaching methodology. She was then qualified to become a teacher of English.

Tu said that her entertainment was largely associated with English. Besides Asian movies,
she watched a lot of films on such channels as HBO or Cinemax with English subtitles. Tu
was also keen on listening to music in English. In Section 7.5.3, there will be an interesting
discussion of how these personal pastimes in music and movie influenced her classroom
practice.
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7.5.2 What is said

7.5.2.1 Interpreting the Project 2020 goal

Tu came up with two main ideas when she analysed the goal of Project 2020. First, students
are expected to be able to communicate in English. She explained that they can hear and
comprehend what others say and respond spontaneously without taking too much time
thinking about what to say; they can reply naturally, and others can understand them. In this
comment, Tu mentioned two important qualities of successful communication, which are
„spontaneous‟ and „comprehensible‟. She was the only participant in this study who was able
to identify these key factors involved in effective communicative interaction. Second, within
a multicultural context, it is necessary to have some understanding of the culture, country and
people of the person we are communicating with.
When being pressed on what she meant by „culture‟, Tu clarified by adding that for example,
Japanese people give first priority to their work. American and British people are punctual.
You should take these cultural characteristics into account when you work with them. These
examples of „culture‟ are shared beliefs about different national stereotypes, “based on
feelings rather than reason” (Byram et al., 2002). More importantly, these „cultural‟
characteristics, as expressed, do not include any linkage with language. Like most of the
other participants in this study, Tu did not view language and culture in an intertwined
relationship.

7.5.2.2 Addressing the Project 2020 goal in her teaching
Commenting on the inclusion of the Project 2020 goal in the syllabus, Tu stated that,

Looking at the syllabus you can see that this objective is not included. In academic
discussions, we never talk about that topic which seems to be far from feasibility. We
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mainly talk about the units we are teaching, the textbooks and our methods. We don‘t
talk about the higher level such as Project 2020.

This demonstrates the disconnect between policy and policy implementation and what this
means for classroom teachers such as Tu. She confirmed that developing students‟
intercultural competence was not mentioned either in syllabus documents or academic
meetings. For her, it was an unrealistic goal within their context to have this goal targeted,
because,

the intercultural competence is absolutely necessary but only for higher level students.
There are six levels and at later levels students can communicate better. Now I am
teaching level 1; this means they can only communicate in very simple situations.

This implies that the intercultural can only be addressed with high level students. There
doesn‟t appear to be an acknowledgement that intercultural communication can be and needs
to be built with even beginning learners (Newton, 2016). However, this comment contradicts
another she made when talking about the textbook‟s content. She said,

there are some aspects in lessons for low levels related to culture. Sometimes a short
sentence may contain some cultural characteristics. At the end of each unit, there is a
section called Practical English in which they compare British English and American
English; this section may highlight what British or American people typically say.
That can help students distinguish the two cultures, two different ways of speaking.

In this comment, she acknowledged that the textbook provided opportunities where low level
students can develop intercultural communication. It is also interesting to note that Tu
mentioned different ways of speaking, reflecting a view of language and culture being
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interconnected. This is opposed to the examples about national stereotypes in the previous
discussion.
Tu‟s ultimate goal of teaching English here was:

besides preparing for tests, we aim to make students able to communicate in daily
situations, which I think is included in Project 2020‘s go l. In order for them to
communicate in a multicultural context, we need to be able to communicate in daily
situations.
In addition to the test-driven approach, which was also echoed in other teachers‟ comments,
Tu talked about how students can move towards communicating in a multicultural context.
She supported the idea of first making the target language comprehensible among
Vietnamese students by relating the L2 to daily situations through their own cultural
framework.

To provide students with opportunities to use English outside the classroom, Tu set up a chat
group with her students, preferably using English as the language of communication.
Students could ask questions about their English classes. However, she admitted that most of
them [the questions] are in Vietnamese due to their limited command of English. She did not
want to force students to use English as it would make them reluctant to interact with the
teacher. She added that they have to learn a lot before they can confidently express
themselves in English. This was actually a good platform for students to become more
engaged with the subject.

Time constraints impacted her ability to address cultural content. She said if there is any bit
related to culture that appe rs in

text, I often spend some time to t lk more bout it… I

have to fling up my heels to cover the prescribed textbook pages but some sections were still
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left for students to do at home. Tu could not spend lots of time beyond the prescribed
curriculum due to lack of time, even though she had the knowledge and was able to go further.

7.5.3 What is done

7.5.3.1 Teaching environment
Tu‟s class had 25 to 29 students, depending on attendance each day. They were studying in a
small room but had all the equipment available in bigger rooms, including green board,
loudspeakers and projectors. These students completed the first course (English A1.2) in the
previous semester. According the syllabus document, upon completion of English A1.2, they
were expected to:


understand very short and simple monologues, dialogues, instructions and
explanations, provided speech is slow enough for them to get the meaning.



introduce themselves or others in a simple way, give simple and familiar
orders in the classroom, ask and answer simple questions about themselves
such as name, age, address, family, ask and tell the time, or use phrases and
expressions for simple shopping, etc.



understand very short informational texts containing simple and familiar
words and structures in the common everyday situations such as postcards,
personal letters, messages, notices, etc.



present or exchange basic personal details in written form. They can fill in
forms with person details, write notes or short letters to friends or relatives;
write short descriptions of places, things, people in a very simple way.

At the time of observation, the students were learning toward the end of the course English
1.2.
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7.5.3.2 Teaching materials
Of the three sessions observed, American English File 1 was used in two sessions, File 9A
(Before we met) nd File 9B (I‘ve re d the book, I‘ve seen the movie). The last session was
on listening skills, using the supplementary textbook Tactics for Listening, Unit 1 (Names
and titles)

7.5.3.3 Teaching strategies
Allowing students to rote learn conversations for building confidence
A technique Tu used very often in her class was asking students to rote learn a conversation
before they stood up and spoke out loud. She said this activity worked well for her own
context. Her purpose was that:

My students are at low level, level 1 or 2 of the 6 levels so my first priority is to help
them become fluent, speaking without lots of pauses. This gives them a sense of
achievement; they may feel like they themselves are able to produce a sentence. Later
they can replace some parts with their own words.
This comment indicates her conscious focus on scaffolding learning and building students‟
confidence to speak through rehearsal tasks. Given confidence, which aligns with the Project
2020 goal, it seems that they were then able to manipulate and engage in teacher / student
interactions as in the observation included in the following section.

Extensive use of the target language in class

Tu constantly made students respond to her questions in English. She used the name list and
put a tick after each time a student responded. Below is an account of her class interaction at
the beginning of the first observed session, teaching Unit 9A (see Image 7.11).
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Image 7.11

Teacher: wh t‘s the title of Unit 9A we re going to le rn tod y, L n?
Lan: (look at her textbook) Before we meet
Teacher: Met, not meet. Say it again.
Lan: Before we met.
Teacher: All right. Now look at the picture and describe what is happening,
Mai.
Mai: In the picture, there are 3 people, a man and two women. The couple are
drinking wine.
Teacher: Do you think they are happy?
Mai: Yes, they are smiling happily. The other woman is standing far away. I
think she is angry.
Teacher: Why is she angry, Nam?
Nam: Because she is jealous.
Teacher: Wh t does ―je lous‘ me n in Vietn mese, Ho ?
Hoa: Ghen ty . [Jealous]
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All the students had to be very attentive as names were called randomly in no fixed order. For
this class session, each student had the chance to answer the teacher‟s questions individually
at least three or four times. This strategy was very effective in terms of class management.
More importantly, it allowed students to speak spontaneously.

Grammar was taught explicitly in the traditional way
Tu‟s teaching of grammar showed the focus on forms. Below is how Tu dealt with the
Present Perfect Tense (see Image 7.12 and Image 7.13).

She asked the students to read and answer questions 1-2 in section a. This was followed by
her explanation that the tense used in „I‟ve been to Tokyo and Kyoto‟ was Present Perfect
Tense. Tu provided explicit instruction of the grammar point in English using a range of
sample sentences illustrated with a PowerPoint presentation, as below:

Form:
Uses:

S + have/has + P.II
- happened in the past + continue to present

E.g

- ction h ppened in the p st but we don‘t know ex ctly when
- I‘ve been to J p n
- I‘ve gone to J p n

At the completion of the explicit instruction of the designated grammar form students were
then given the opportunity to talk about their own experiences, but they had to use the present
perfect. This is what the students came up with:

-

I‘ve never smoked.

-

I h ven‘t seen

-

I‘ve been to Nh Tr ng.

sh rk.
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Despite the simplicity of the utterances, the students had a good chance to use the presented
grammar purposefully.

Image 7.12

Image 7.13
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Attention to culture related issues

During her instruction, Tu was observed attending to cultural aspects of the target language.
For example, she explained the use of titles such as Mr, Mrs, Miss or Professor + surname in
formal greetings. While playing the below audio text of a phone conversation, Tu sometimes
paused and explained to the students what she thought might cause misunderstandings.
A: Sorry. She‘s not in. C n I t ke

mess ge?

B: Yes, this is Bob from school. Bob Jackson.
A: Can you spell your last name?
B: J-A-C-K-S-O-N.
A: Ok y. And wh t‘s your telephone number, Bob?
B: 691-3839.
A: Okay. Do you want Cindy to call you?
B: Yes, please.
A: Fine. I‘ll give her the mess ge.

She said Remember you say This is Bob, not I am Bob. Or Nước ngoài người ta dùng please
r t thường xuyên để thể hiện tính lịch sự [Foreigners frequently use ‗Ple se‘ to show
politeness to others]. The fact that Tu was attending to something like „Please‟ was really
important as politeness conventions in different languages are an essential aspect of effective
intercultural communication. There is always an involvement of “language and other stuff”
(Gee, 2011). Although the explanation was not very detailed, this teacher had highlighted a
way of speaking which is different from the Vietnamese language. Tu perhaps did not realise
the extent to which she was taking opportunities to act on and address Project 2020 goals

275
within her classroom practice. She knew it was important and addressed it. This indicates that
in her practice she was addressing the „policy‟.

Using authentic texts during lesson break times

It was observed that music and short videos in English were utilised by the teacher. Tu was
the only teacher who included contemporary authentic texts within her program but because
of curriculum constraints and having to adhere to a tight schedule, these texts were only used
in break times. The students enjoyed and continually commented on what they saw and heard.
However, they did not have the opportunity to engage with the songs or music formally and
fully as part of developing their multilingual, multicultural competence as the texts were just
supplementary materials.

7.5.4 Tu in brief

Tu was an effective teacher in term of applying different teaching strategies both in and
outside the classroom. She always tried to create plenty of opportunities for students to use
the target language meaningfully. In spite of having no overseas travel experience, Tu
engaged herself in entertainment in authentic English. As a result, she was able to be
confident in dealing with cultural related issues in her lessons. Her students were seen to have
happily engaged in the lesson. There were no students bending down on desks or talking
privately, which was a frequent sight in other classes.

Although Tu saw policy as high level and separate from her world, she was then able to talk
about ideas and practices that are part of her pedagogy that support the goal. Observations
demonstrate that the goal of Project 2020 was being addressed in her classroom.
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7.6 Concluding comments

This institute is presented as a strong technical HEI, with a focus on research development
and teaching quality. The institutional policy demonstrates that the senior management
leaders have prioritised the improvement of English competency amongst academics within
the Institute. At policy level, Institute Tai is presenting itself as trying to work towards a
program that can be aligned with the goal of developing communicative competence as
Project 2020 recommends. The curriculum and syllabuses were externally designed by a
group of experts, even though government policy allows institutions to design their own.
However, this also may suggest a lack of confidence in the Foreign Language Department.
This is significant in terms of the Department‟s status and influence within the Institute, and
in turn, impacts on the Department‟s capacity to address national goals. The effort was very
much dealt with at managerial level of the Institute rather than at departmental level.

The outsourced syllabuses were well structured with clearly defined learning outcomes,
which also explicitly mention the inclusion of cultural related features. However, these
functional and communicative outcomes were not adequately reflected in the chosen
textbooks used in the Institute. What is more, the HoD was doing very little in terms of policy
implementation. She had limited ability to examine and deal with issues around language
education. She was not actually ensuring that her staff addressed the objectives that are
described in the syllabus. Therefore, teachers, for the most part, tended to follow the
textbooks without reference to the syllabus documents.

In general, at Institute Tai, there were efforts that aligned with the implementation of the
Project 2020 goal, but these lacked cohesion. There was a senior management focus on
English and curriculum but, because the Institute devolved responsibility to an external
agency, efforts within the Department where piecemeal and dependant on the actions and
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abilities of individual teachers. Because of this, change initiatives were susceptible to be
being blocked at Departmental level or in individual classrooms. The HoD was an
experienced and nurturing teacher who certainly worked well with her staff. More could have
been done, however, with respect to supporting her staff with policy implementation and with
addressing change in classroom practices.
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CHAPTER 8 CROSS CASE ANALYSIS AND ANSWERING THE RESEARCH
QUESTION

8.1 Introduction

The first part of this chapter identifies the similarities and differences that emerge from the
detailed analyses from the individual case study sites presented in the previous chapters. The
later part answers the research questions. The analysis presented here is built through an
examination of the sayings, doings and relatings (Kemmis, 2010) and seeks to reflect key
ideas and issues found within the data. This theory was a very useful resource in the process
of designing the research instruments and collecting data, and again in this chapter, it acts as
an important analytical resource, that enables me to understand, describe and challenge the
phenomenon of implementing the Project 2020 goal in higher education institutions. All of
the ideas and issues discussed in this chapter will support the distillation of the major findings
that are reported in the subsequent chapter.

8.2 Cross case analysis

The cross-case comparison is presented at three levels - institutional, departmental and
classroom level – and is thus aligned with the structure used in the research process.

8.2.1 At institutional level

8.2.1.1 Similarities

8.2.1.1.1 The importance of English language education is recognised

All the HEIs involved in this study recognise the importance of English through their
websites and also through having links with other institutions beyond Vietnam. This suggests
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alignment with the project goal of preparing students for the multilingual and multicultural
context of a global community.

These institutions all have provisions regarding English language standards for students
although there is variation from institution to institution. This is a compulsory requirement
imposed by the Ministry of Education and Training. More importantly, each of the
institutions also has set their own standards of foreign language competence for lecturers. At
University Tri, teachers of English are required to achieve at least Level 5 (of the Vietnamese
6-Level Language Proficiency Framework) and teachers of other subjects whose language of
instruction is English have to reach Level 4. There is some flexibility in this requirement
when the university offers teachers of other subjects an option of having a formal certificate
of Level 4 in Russian, French, German or Chinese while being able to orally communicate in
English. This might be a hangover from the previous policy. This might also be a way of
„ticking the box‟ of foreign language requirement (assumed to refer to English) in such a way
as to credential teachers who do not meet the English requirement levels. In contrast, Institute
Tai appears to have a stricter requirement. This institute uses the level of English competency
as an incentive for salary scale increases. It is interesting to note that one of the participants in
this study, Toan, was made redundant as he failed to achieve an overall IELTS score of 7.0
(or equivalent) for a teacher of English. This is also the expected level upon recruitment at
University Duc. All the participants from this university are very confident about their
English competency. They are all qualified, especially Dao who achieved an IELTS score of
8.0, much higher than the required level.
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8.2.1.1.2 The 2020 goal is not consistently reflected in institutional policy and
practices

The website interface for all three HEIs project an impression of international image and
engagement. However, data presented in the previous chapters indicate that attention to the
goal is patchy with no institution having a coherent approach. The senior management have
not appreciated the significance that their internal policy and curriculum activities could have
on enhancing the external image. Data indicate that two of the HEIs in this study are involved
in Project 2020 activities. University Tri has its own institutional Project 2020 committee
while University Duc is recognised as one of the national VSTEP organisers and is actively
involved in professional development (PD) programs for schoolteachers. However, their
focus on the goal that is the subject of this study is not explicit and coherent with respect to
policy and practice for non-English major students at the institutions.

8.2.1.1.3 English curricula are not supportive of the achievement of the Project 2020
goal

The CEFR-V and VSTEP have been approved by Project 2020 and can be considered as the
national foreign language curriculum and assessment tools to be utilised in Vietnam to
measure the achievement of Project 2020 goals. However, data indicate that these
frameworks have not been used appropriately to design and record foreign language learning
and achievement.

CERF-V was used differently to inform English language education at the participating
institutions. At University Tri, all courses of regular programs had to fit into the CDIO
framework. Similarly, University Duc also had its own curriculum, but it did not reflect any
reference to CEFR-V, even though this university was deeply immersed in Project 2020
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because of its obligations to support schools in the achievement of Project 2020 goals.
Institute Tai was the only institution of the three case study sites that specifically referred to
the National Framework in its English curriculum, as can be seen from the example below:

This module equips students with knowledge regarding pronunciation, letters,
vocabulary, grammar and the four skills including listening, speaking,
reading, writing higher than English Level 2.2, working towards CEFR level
B1, which is equivalent to Level 3 under Vietnam Language Pr oficiency…
(Syllabus of English 3.1)

VSTEP examination has been recognised and promoted by Project 2020. However, not all
institutions adopted VSTEP as an assessment framework. It was used at University Tri and
University Duc while at Institute Tai, English tests were operated by its independent English
centre.

For non-English major students, English is taught as a series of compulsory units. Each of the
participating institutions issued their own document stating graduation requirements for
foreign language and information technology. These documents detail the structure of the
English courses, exit requirement and equivalent scores of international tests such as the
IELTS, TOEFL or TOEIC tests. No reference is made in any document to the Project 2020
goal. Information from these documents can be used as a guideline for writing English
syllabus, as it provides time allocation and number of credits.

Whilst all institutions recognise the importance of English, another similarity is that none of
the case study sites provide adequate opportunity within institutional timetabling practices for
students to achieve the requisite levels of English competence. English course structures are
not designed to ensure students attain the exit level stipulated in Project 2020 policy. These
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institutions all offer extracurricular „Intensive English Programs‟ which is recommended by
Project 2020. Courses within these programs are optional for students. Many students have to
decide on alternative ways, within or without the institution, in order to be able to become
confident and effective users of the language at their own extra cost. The rhetoric is far
different from what is done in reality.

8.2.1.2 Differences

8.2.1.2.1 Responses to Project 2020 recommendations

Differences were identified in two significant areas with respect to Project 2020
recommendations to HEIs. These were the establishment of an institutional Steering
Committee for Project 2020 (MOET, 2014a; Vietnam Prime Minister, 2008) and the
determination of institutional English exit requirement.

Responses of the three participating institutions in this study were different. University Tri
was the only one that set up such an institutional Project 2020 committee. The situation at
University Duc was different. As a member of the national Project 2020 steering committee,
the Dean of Foreign Languages at University Duc was privy to the Project activities. In
contrast, very little was heard of Project 2020 at Institute Tai. There was no steering
committee nor did the HoD mention anything about this national project within the context of
this institute. However, because of its technology focus, the Institute‟s response was to
outsource significant English issues and requirements to expert authorities rather than deal
with them internally.

In terms of English exit requirements, University Duc and Institute Tai followed the
recommendation of Project 2020. They both set Level 3 as required for undergraduate
students upon graduation while University Tri lowered it to Level 2. University Tri was also
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the case study site that allocated the least credits for English, 6 credits, compared to 10 credits
in University Duc and 14 credits in Institute Tai.

It can be said that, at the institutional level, University Tri was well aware of the tasks
proposed by the national Project 2020 and was trying to work out an arrangement to support
the implementation of this project at the institution. However, this university found the
proposed exit level by Project 2020 too ambitious in its own context and it was trying to
minimise the impact of English requirements on successful graduation rates. The other two
institutions decided to adhere to the Project proposed level, but achievement of this level was
more difficult to ascertain as study participants were unable to provide the requisite
information.

Whilst these are identified as differences, they are in effect demonstrations of HEIs making
decisions and taking actions, with respect to Project 2020, that are reflective of their different
circumstances. These processes are in accord with government policy.

8.2.1.2.2 English syllabuses

The three institutions had 3 different approaches to syllabus design, as shown in Table 8.1
below.

Table 8. 1
Differences in designing syllabuses

Who?

University Duc

University Tri

Institute Tai

Experienced academics

HoD takes key role

Outsourced to lecturers

from within the English

from another

Department

institution
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How?

A simple institutional

CDIO curriculum template

A well-structured

template used with 4

used

framework used with

sections (titles of

clearly defined learning

textbooks used,

outcomes

assessment, requirements
of students, and teaching
schedule)

Foreign language (FL) teachers at University Duc worked in collaboration to create
syllabuses. However, as at University Tri, much of the syllabus content was copied and
pasted from the textbooks used. There were no general or specific learning objectives
mentioned in these documents.

At University Tri, the HoD said she did most of the curriculum design by herself. As
discussed in Section 6.2, there was a lack of theoretical cohesion between the CDIO template
and the English language syllabuses.

The English syllabuses used at institute Tai were the most theoretically sound and were
aligned with the general requirements of the CEFR-V. They included clearly defined learning
outcomes. It is also noted that some of the outcomes were explicitly related to cultural related
features of the target language. This suggests that to some extent, these were the only
syllabus documents explicitly addressing the goal of Project 2020 utilised within the case
study HEIs.

Whilst each institution used a different approach to syllabus design, the impact and utilisation
of these syllabuses at classroom level was far less divergent. Textbook use dominated.
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8.2.2 At departmental level

8.2.2.1 Similarities
8.2.2.1.1 Heads of Department act as go-betweens rather than change agents

Data analysis indicates that all three HoDs act as go-betweens, who are positioned between
the upper and lower echelons of their organisation. They have very limited skill and power to
stimulate, facilitate and coordinate any form of meaningful change within their institutions.

Although there were differences in term of overall professional competence and the way roles
were performed, the HoDs lacked sound knowledge and understanding of the Project 2020
goal or implications for their own institutions. Tuyen (Institute Tai) talked about Project 2020
in general terms, and she did not reveal any understanding of the project‟s overall goal. More
interestingly, both Truyen (University Tri) who was a member of the institutional Project
2020 steering committee and Duyen (University Duc) who was heavily involved in many
teacher PD programs sponsored by Project 2020, did not have any familiarity with the goal of
preparing students for multilingual and multicultural communication. This is indeed
noteworthy, given their responsibilities within their respective departments and the role of the
departments in the development of English competence within student populations in
Vietnam.

In general, there is a lack of evidence from the data suggesting that any of the HoDs saw their
role as being the instigator of change within their department. Data suggest that, because of
the hierarchical structure, they tended to wait for somebody to tell them what to do. They
were not positioned by the institutions, or by themselves, to be able to independently
implement significant curriculum change.
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8.2.2.1.2 Syllabus documents are disconnected from classroom teaching

Although syllabuses were designed differently with different degrees of specificity and
quality, they were all of little practical use in the classroom. As demonstrated through the
interview data and classroom observations, none of the participating teachers used these
documents to support their teaching. This was exemplified at University Tri where data show
that the HoD engaged in a „tick box‟ bureaucratic compliance process for syllabus
development which served no practical purpose, and was ignored, once the documentation
was submitted to the Department of Training. There was no connection between this
bureaucratic process and what actually happened in classrooms. Teachers only used a very
brief Teaching Schedule for checking time allocation for each unit. The same situation
happened in the other two institutions where syllabus documents were shelved. Partially this
can be explained because of the accepted bureaucratic processes and their incompatibility
with limited teaching time allocations. But more importantly, there was a lack of expectation
for teachers to have a deep understanding of what and how to make use of syllabus
documents to support their teaching. Textbooks, rather than syllabus documents, play a
powerful role within traditional learning and teaching practices. This indicates issues related
to the nexus between policy and practice.

8.2.2.1.3 Failure of syllabus documents to address the Project 2020 goal

An examination of the syllabus documents used at the case study sites indicates that those
designed by University Tri and University Duc did not include any objectives related to the
Project 2020 goal. The externally designed syllabuses used at Institute Tai included some
culturally related objectives, such as the module also introduces basic social and cultural
spects to bro den students‘ knowledge and facilitate their learning and their use of English
at level 1.2 (Syllabus of English Level 1.2). However, there was no specific linkage to the
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Project 2020 goal of enabling students to communicate effectively and independently in a
multilingual and multicultural context. This is evidence of a further disconnect between
policy and practice and highlights the difference between rhetoric and reality with respect to
this goal.

8.2.2.1.4 Missed opportunities to maximise professional learning in the context of
Project 2020

Data indicate that staff have access to professional learning. Two of the HoDs have had
opportunities to attend training courses overseas, Duyen was sent to the U.S and Tuyen to
Singapore. Other teachers also have multiple opportunities to participate in different
professional development courses organised by Project 2020 and other teaching associations.
However, there is little evidence that staff are required to share what they have learnt and
experienced with colleagues within their institutions. There is no evidence of professional
learning activities being the subject of discussion at departmental meetings, or of teachers
being encouraged to reflect on their learning to inform classroom practice. The HoDs did not
perceive their role to be inclusive of ensuring that professional learning opportunities that are
available to some teachers are then used to inform practices within the whole department.

8.2.2.2 Differences

8.2.2.2.1 Different approaches used by HoDs for the management of their
departments

The three HoDs participating in this study were all honest and open with me. This enabled
me to develop a sound understanding of how they managed their departments including how
they handled relationships with their staff. Truyen was focused on fulfilling her role with
respect to bureaucratic requirements. There was no evidence of her initiating, embracing or
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supporting any change initiatives. Tuyen, on the other hand, maintained a nurturing and
supportive manner while undertaking her leadership responsibilities. She was able to
establish a good rapport with all the academics and staff within her department.
Unfortunately, however, she had limited understanding of academic concepts within the field
of languages education and her leadership focus was confined to a role of nurturing akin to
that of mothering. Duyen, the youngest among the HoDs, was busy with her external focus
and activities, and had little time for managing academic matters within her department. As a
result, a lot of work was assigned to her colleagues who undertook their work with little
oversight.

These academic leaders could have been agents of change within their departments and
institutions in respect of Project 2020 policy and HEI requirements, but none of them
possessed adequate leadership skills or necessary professional and curriculum knowledge to
support “good change” (Pennington, 2013).

8.2.2.2.2 Different textbooks used at the case study sites

As discussed in Section 8.2.2.1.2, data show a lack of connection between syllabuses and
classroom practice. However, there was strong evidence of the use of textbooks as pseudosyllabuses although different series of textbooks were used at these three case study sites.
This is shown in Table 8.2.

Document analysis identifies that the Life books have the potential to support a multicultural
approach but where these books were used (University Tri and University Duc), little was
done to address the areas of multicultural and multilingual communication.
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Table 8.2
Teaching materials at the three research sites

University Duc
Main

University Tri

- the Life books for all - New English File

textbooks students

Institute Tue
- the American English File

books for mainstream

books as main textbooks

students

- Basic Tactics for Listening
and Listen-In 2

- the Life books for
- Pathways – Reading,
the Advanced
Writing, and Critical
Program
Thinking 1-2

8.2.3 At classroom level

8.2.3.1 Similarities

8.2.3.1.1 Teachers have little understanding of SLA and second language teaching
strategies

Teachers tended to use their previous language learner experience in structuring their
personal pedagogies and their lessons. They taught separate and discrete items of language,
such as grammar rules and vocabulary sets, rather than building their students‟ knowledge
through formulaic expressions and an understanding of how features of form are acquired
(Ellis, 2015; Wray, 2008). Tuyet, from Institute Tai, was a representative example in this
respect. As self-reported, she started with a good background in English language through her
undergraduate study. Then in her Master‟s Degree in TESOL in the U.K, she had access to a
wide range of information about linguistics and contemporary approaches to language
teaching, however, this knowledge was not reflected in her classroom practice. Despite
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talking articulately about the importance of students being able to speak the language,
observational data, from her classroom, indicate that her main focus was on explicit
instruction of linguistic features without providing students opportunities to use English for
communicative purposes.

The practices that are traditionally used in Vietnamese classrooms are very different from
those implied in SLA research, through the CEFR and also the CEFR-V. As can be seen from
the data, the observed EFL classrooms were very much focussed on the use of traditional
practices to teach „language as code‟ rather than „language as social practice‟ (Scarino &
Liddicoat, 2009). Teachers did not demonstrate a sound understanding of how language is
acquired or how to use effective pedagogical strategies to support the ability to actually use
the target language for communication in multilingual and multicultural contexts.

8.2.3.1.2 Diverse teacher perceptions of the meaning of culture

The way culture is viewed impacts the way teachers organise culture-related activities in their
classrooms. Data from interviews indicate that the majority of participants viewed culture as
separated from language. For example, culture was referred to as customs and traditions
(Tram, Duong, Tuyet, Toan), dos and don‟ts (Duong, Diem). Many of the teachers
understood culture in terms of the „f-word‟ approach (Norris, 2020), such as food, festivals,
folktales and the family. Culture was also said to include things like lifestyle (Tram) or
religion (Tuyet). Being viewed in this way, culture can be understood as knowledge, so
teachers often chose to talk about or explain cultural phenomena. There was nothing about
language.

However, a number of the participants also viewed culture in an intertwined relationship with
language. They talked about what people typically say in a particular situation (Tu, Dao), safe
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conversation topics (Trang, Dao), formality of language (Tuyet). It was interesting when
Duong mentioned the importance of providing students with templates for functional
language, almost in a manner akin to the idea of developing Big D Discourses (Gee, 2011).
This broader view aligns with the contemporary literature that understands language as social
practice (Scarino & Liddicoat, 2009) and learning language needing to be considered as
intrinsically bound with culture and not separate from it.

8.2.3.1.3 GVP- focused textbooks

As discussed in Section 8.2.2.2.2, there were a number of textbooks used across the case
study sites. The two older series, New English File and American English File were
developed by the same key authors (Christina Latham-Koenig and Clive Oxenden) with the
first edition published in 1996. Basically, these books have the same content. Page by page
analysis identifies only a few minor differences. The presentation of these books
demonstrates a strong emphasis on grammar, vocabulary and pronunciation. As can be seen,
at the beginning of each unit, there are three lines designated as G (grammar), V (vocabulary)
and P (pronunciation), that state content related to these language elements.

While the two above textbooks are printed by Oxford University Press for global use, the Life
books, Vietnam Edition, are specially customised for Life teachers in Vietnam by a provider
of English language teaching materials, National Geographic Learning. In 2015 this series
was approved by the Ministry of Education and Training for use across 26 universities in
Vietnam because of “its strong focus on 21st century skills, its engaging and global topics,
and comprehensive integration of technology” (National Geographic Learning, 2015). The
Life books use a wide range of authentic texts from National Geographic magazines which,
according to the author, is intended to “take students around the globe, investigating the
origins of ancient civilisations, showing the drama of natural forces at work, and exploring
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some of the world‟s most beautiful places” (Hill, 2014, p. 8). The contents of the Life books
present a multicultural and multilingual world through the use of the English language. The
series therefore offers the potential to support the achievement of the Project 2020 goal.

The series also, however, has a strong focus on grammar, vocabulary and pronunciation
(Hill, 2014, p. 10). Data from classroom observation show clearly that these are the elements
of language that participant teachers focused on within their teaching and assessment
practices. The aspects of the Life series that could have been used to support the achievement
of the Project 2020 goal were underutilised. Therefore, data demonstrate that the main
textbooks used at all the case study sites supported what can be described as a GVP approach
to the learning and teaching of English.

8.2.3.1.4 Test-driven teaching

The predilection for the GVP approach can also be understood within the context of
assessment practices at the case study sites. Examination of assessment information and
materials at the case study HEI reveals an assessment focus supporting an interpretation of
language as code (Scarino & Liddicoat, 2009). Supplementary materials used at University
Tri (a collection of practice tests) and University Duc (Exam Folders) indicate that tests
assess the mastery of language forms, such as grammar tenses, sentence structures and
vocabulary. There is limited attention to reading and listening comprehension, and the ability
to use the target language for communication is not a priority. There is little evidence of
students being given opportunities to use the targeted language features for meaning making
in communicative situations – particularly those requiring spontaneous use of language. Data
suggest that assessment requirements and procedures are a powerful influence on what
happens at classroom level, and that these practices are not compatible with the goal that is
the focus of this study.
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8.2.3.1.5 Missed opportunities to help students improve their confidence using the
target language or develop their intercultural competence

It was observed across English lessons that there were few opportunities where students were
given support to develop confident speaking skills or intercultural communicative
competence. In fact, in Diem and Toan‟s lessons, opportunities were almost unnoticeable due
the teachers‟ limited professional knowledge and intercultural experience. Other teachers,
such as Trinh, Duong, Tuyet, and particularly Dao, could talk about the importance of using
the target language to communicate meanings, but in actual practice, they did not go further
than focusing on linguistic forms.

Tu was the exception. She was able to make English real and meaningful within her
classroom. She was the only teacher who was able to speak comprehensible English
throughout her lessons while the students were attentive and confident and happily used the
target language for classroom exchanges. However, her lessons would have been more
effective in terms of addressing the Project 2020 goal if she had had wider intercultural
experience, such as travelling overseas or was in frequent contact with people from other
cultures.

8.2.3.2 Differences

8.2.3.2.1 Classroom contexts

Observations indicated that each of the HEI participating in this study offered different
teaching facilities and resources for English language education.

In terms of teaching aids, EFL classrooms in University Duc and Institute Tai were better
equipped with overhead projectors and wall-attached loudspeakers. The resources were
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supportive for teachers in using multimedia resources such as showing PowerPoint slides or
video/audio files. Conditions were much less favourable in University Tri where most
teachers only had access to cassette players and used their own wireless loudspeakers. The
Advanced Program class, however, enjoyed the luxury of all the best facilities, including airconditioners, large screen projector and comfortable chairs with added table on one arm.

Class size is also an important factor for language classes. Comparing the three institutions,
Institute Tai and University Duc classes had good sizes, with around twenty students.
University Tri, however, allocated a larger number into one class, which caused difficulty for
teachers in organising class activities.

The teaching resources provided at each HEI tended to reflect the status of English within the
curriculum of the different institutions.

8.2.3.2.2 Difference in teacher expertise

Data indicated that teacher expertise varied from institution to institution and from individual
to individual.

At University Tri, it was observed that teachers mostly taught language as code. It was noted
that Trinh was the teacher who was trying to do things differently, but she just didn‟t know
how to as her knowledge of SLA and SLT skills were limited. She recognised the importance
of other areas including the knowledge about the world beyond Vietnam. Her selection of
textbook contents well reflected her culturally related interests. However, there were missed
opportunities where cultural aspects could have been more effectively addressed in her
lessons.
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Teachers from University Duc had more PD opportunities than the other two institutions.
They all had good English competency. Duong and Dao were the two teachers having great
potential to address the Project 2020 goal in their classrooms. Duong at least had a sense of
what she should be doing. However, without professional learning opportunities, Duong had
not been able to effectively develop her students for intercultural interactions. Intuitively, she
could do it but there is no tangible connection with either theoretical understandings of SLA
or second language teaching. Similarly, Dao had a good understanding around interculturality
and could talk articulately about what is needed for successful intercultural communication.
However, she did not understand the pedagogy of how best to do it. With her strong linguistic
competence, she was involved in syllabus design and was able to explain why all the changes
happened in this process. These two teachers both made efforts to discuss cultural elements,
but it was just limited to talking about cultures rather than providing students with
opportunities to learn the language as social practice.

Of all the participant teachers at the three case study institutions, Tu from Institute Tai seems
to be the most effective teacher in term of applying different teaching strategies both in and
outside the classroom. She always tried to create plenty of opportunities for students to use
the target language meaningfully. Although she said that she did not consider intercultural
competence to be a priority / goal for her low-level students, observations indicate that the
goal of the Project 2020 was being addressed in her classroom.

In general, data indicate that teachers have vastly different experiential knowledge (Wallace,
1991), that could have made a difference. However, the circumstances at the case study sites
made it difficult to activate this knowledge due to a range of limitations that effected
management and leadership at the departmental level.
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8.2.4 Concluding comments

Discussions in the above section of this chapter well reflect the fact that the HEIs
participating in this study have used their right of autonomy to design curriculum and
syllabuses, as well as decide how to respond to recommendations by the national Project
2020 on foreign language education. Tables 8.3, 8.4 and 8.5 summarise similarities and
differences across research sites.

Table 8.3
At institutional level: A summary
Similarities
English recognised as important



All sites have English websites



All sites have links with foreign institutions



All sites have English standards for students (but there
is variation across sites)



All sites have English standards for lecturers (but
there is variation across sites)

Goal not consistently reflected

English curricula not supportive



Attention to goal is patchy at all sites



Two sites involved in Project 2020 activities



Time allocation for English is inadequate at all sites



No reference to the goal in English graduation
requirements



CEFR-V is not used to support the goal



VSTEP is not reflective of goal



Uni Tri established an institutional Project 2020

Differences
Diverse responses to national
recommendations concerning

committee


Uni Duc depended on FL Dean who was on the
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Project 2020

national steering committee

English syllabuses differed



Institute Tai outsourced Project 2020 /English issues



English exit recommendations differed across sites



Each site had a different approach to syllabus design



Each site involved English lecturers to differing
degrees in syllabus design



Each site used syllabuses in different ways

Table 8.4
At departmental level: A summary
Similarities
HoDs act as go-betweens



and not as change agents

Syllabus documents are

implications for their departments


All HoDs had limitations in their leadership skills



All HoDs had limited authority



All HoDs operated within a strict hierarchical structure



Syllabus design resulted in the documents having little

disconnected from
classroom teaching

All HoDs had limited understanding of the goal and

practical use in the classroom


There were limited expectations concerning teacher knowledge
and curriculum



None of the teachers used these documents to support their
teaching

Syllabus documents do not



address the Project 2020
goal

No reference to the goal in University Tri and University Duc
syllabus documents



Some culturally related objectives included in Institute Tai
documents but the goal is not clearly articulated or addressed
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Missed opportunities to



Access is available for many professional learning

maximise professional

opportunities (PL) but not specifically contextualised within

learning in the context of

Project 2020

Project 2020



Little evidence of PL experiences being shared with colleagues



No evidence of PL activities being discussed at departmental
meetings



HoDs did not perceive their role to be inclusive of PL

Approaches used to manage



University Tri evidenced a focus on bureaucratic processes

English departments



At University Duc there was an external focus with respect to

Differences

Project 2020 rather than internal activities being prioritised

Textbooks used



At Institute Tai there was a strong culture of nurturing



Each site used different textbook configurations



The Life series could have been used to support achievement
of the goal but wasn‟t.
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Table 8.5
At classroom level: A summary
Similarities
Teachers have a lack of



understanding of SLA and
SLT

Teachers tended to use their previous language learner
experiences to develop their personal pedagogies



Experiences beyond the Vietnamese culture of learning
were not easily integrated into teacher personal
pedagogies



Language was taught as code and not social practice



The concepts of SLA and SLT were not easily understood
by teachers

There are diverse



perceptions of the meaning
of culture

The majority of participants viewed culture as separate
from language



A number of participants saw culture as intertwined with
language



Perceptions of culture were generated from personal
experiences not professional learning

There is a GVP focus in



textbook use

Even when textbooks provide potential for supporting
multilingual, multicultural communication they are used
at all case study sites with a GVP focus.

Teaching is test-driven



Teaching at all sites is test driven, not 2020 goal driven

Missed opportunities to



Improve confidence in using the TL

help students:



Develop their intercultural competence



Few opportunities were provided to support students to
develop confident speaking skills



Intercultural competence was not explicitly addressed,
even when textbooks provided an opening for this to be
done
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Limited professional knowledge and lack of intercultural
experience worked against teachers being able to develop
these competencies with students

Differences
Classroom contexts



Different teaching facilities and resources were offered at
each site



Teaching resources offered tended to reflect the status of
English within the curriculum of the different institutions
and programs

Teacher expertise



Data show that teacher expertise varied from institution to
institution and individual to individual

Despite differences in institutional policy and leadership style, English language education is
prioritised in all the three institutions. Considering their own context, each case study site
chose to design their English curriculum within their available resources. However, the
Project 2020 goal is not well understood by all stakeholders within the HEIs, including HoDs
and teachers. Institutions are more concerned about helping students to achieve the
graduation level based on the Vietnamese Language Proficiency Framework (VLPF), which
has little to do with multilingual communication or intercultural competence. Classroom
practice is focused on linguistic elements such as G, V, P and skills that are tested rather than
developing the ability to use the English language for communication.

Some teachers were able to talk about culture related aspects in language teaching. However,
most of them did not have sound professional knowledge in term of SLA and pedagogical
strategies in order to accommodate students for the present interconnected world.

In general, there was little evidence that the HEIs involved in this study are addressing the
Project 2020 goal of preparing students for multilingual and multicultural communication. In
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some instances, teachers were doing something that looked like an alignment with
implementation of the goal, but this appeared to be incidental rather than planned. The
abundance of blockers, that are associated with the implementation of this massive change,
needs to be addressed at all levels, institutional, departmental and classroom level. One of the
important outcomes of this study is drawing on the cross-case analysis to formulate
possibilities for future directions to support implementation of the goal. Such possibilities
will be explored in the following chapter.

All the similarities and differences discussed in the cross-case analysis here have identified a
number of significant areas that impact the overall findings of the study and help in
answering the research questions in the next section.

8.3 Answering the research questions

In this study, designed to investigate the phenomenon of implementing the Project 2020 goal,
a research question has been put forward: How are public higher education institutions in
Vietnam responding to the National Foreign Language Project 2020 goal of enabling their
non-English major students to communicate independently and confidently in a multilingual
and multicultural context?

In order to answer this research question, three subsidiary questions were identified:
1) How do key stake holders interpret „the ability to communicate independently and
confidently in English in a multilingual and multicultural context‟?

2) What are universities doing to prepare their students for multilingual and multicultural
communication?

3) What challenges are placed on key stakeholders to realise the Project 2020 goal?
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Answers to the three subsidiary questions will be briefly presented before the main research
question is addressed. The answers are based on the qualitative data from document analysis,
interviews and classroom observations, which have already been presented in Chapter 5-7
and the cross-case analysis presented in this chapter.

8.3.1 Answering subsidiary question 1
How do key st ke holders interpret ‗the bility to communic te independently nd confidently
in English in

multilingu l nd multicultur l context‘?

As indicated in the individual case studies and as discussed in the cross-case analysis, there is
very little attention to this specific goal. Although the sayings of the key stakeholders indicate
some sort of understanding of what is involved in „the ability to communicate independently
and confidently in English in a multilingual and multicultural context‟, they have difficulty in
talking about it and articulating the concept clearly. The focus for the institutions is on the
„big picture‟ – the multilingual and multicultural context in which Vietnam is wanting to
project itself. The actual capabilities of the students are of much less concern at institutional
level.

Data also show that there is little knowledge of this goal and that it is not well understood by
either academic leaders or members of the teaching staff. As such, the goal is not explicitly
addressed in any policy or curriculum documents.

8.3.2 Answering subsidiary question 2

What are universities doing to prepare their students for multilingual and multicultural
communication?
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Data about institutional image and ethos, policies, procedures and processes indicate that
there is limited evidence about the HEIs involved in this study with respect to preparing
students for multilingual and multicultural communication. In some cases, if HEIs are doing
something about it, it tends to be incidental rather than as a result of deliberate planning.

8.3.3 Answering subsidiary question 3

What challenges are placed on key stakeholders to realise the Project 2020 goal?

There are a number of challenges that hinder the implementation of the Project 2020 goal.
First and foremost, there is a disconnect between the national policies that underpin the
national framework for foreign language curriculum and assessment and the Project 2020
goal. The goal of „enabling students to independently and confidently communicate in
English in a multilingual and multicultural context‟ is beautifully aligned with the
contemporary demand for Vietnam to engage globally beyond its boundaries. However, this
well-written message is not explicitly included in the description of the CERF-V and VSTEP,
which are intended for use as reference for language teaching and testing throughout the
education system. In other words, the reference frameworks are not reflective of the Project
2020 goal. This creates ambiguity and uncertainty amongst language educators.

Second, the Vietnamese culture of learning still proves to be powerful in language learning
and teaching. The Project 2020 goal emphasises the idea of providing students with
opportunities to become independent and confident user of the target language. However,
data indicate that the observed English classrooms were mostly teacher dominated and
students were not encouraged to develop autonomy for their learning through the use of
strategies to support the achievement of the goal. The influence of the traditional approach to
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learning and teaching is still a big challenge for introducing more contemporary teaching
approaches that are more aligned with the Project 2020 goal.

Third, there is a lack of necessary skills and knowledge among the key stakeholders. They
had limited understanding of academic concepts associated with SLA and SLT, curriculum
design and implementation. More importantly, none of the participants had sound knowledge
of culture-related aspects in language teaching. These are all the important concepts
embedded within the Project 2020 goal.

Fourth, limited time allocation is another challenge. Both the HoDs and teachers complained
about a shortage of time. Classroom observations show that teachers were trying to quickly
run through textbook content as stated in the teaching schedule. Most lessons were just
limited to introducing forms of new language items. Little time was spent on meaningmaking, as targeted by the Project 2020 goal.

Last but not least, the Vietnamese top-down culture has created a significant blocker for the
implementation of this massive change. Middle management level, and particularly teachers
„at the ground level‟ are not given responsibility or authority in order to be able to take more
control over implementation of the Project 2020 goal.

8.3.4 Answering the main research question

How are public HEIs in Vietnam responding to the National Foreign Language Project 2020
goal of enabling their non-English major students to communicate independently and
confidently in a multilingual and multicultural context?

Findings from answering the three subsidiary questions indicate that the three institutions that
comprise the case study sites for this research are not responding to the goal of „enabling
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students to communicate independently and confidently in a multilingual and multicultural
context‟. Discussion of the sayings, doings, and relatings of practices at institutional,
departmental and classroom level suggest both a lack of understanding of, and an inability to
address this goal within the contexts of the case study sites.

8.4 Concluding comments

Answering the research questions is an important foundation to explore in detail the key
findings that emerge out of this study. These will unfold in the next chapter.
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PART C RESEARCH OUTCOMES

This part, consisting of Chapters 9 and 10, focuses on research outcomes of the current study.
Chapter 9 will discuss major findings emerging from the data and identify future directions
that have the potential to support the implementation of the Project 2020 goal in the coming
years. Chapter 10 concludes this dissertation by addressing the gap filled by this research, its
contribution to knowledge and acknowledging limitations of the study.
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CHAPTER 9 FINDINGS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

9.1 Introduction

Chapter 9 will first draw on the totality of information from the study to distil the major
findings of this research project. The distillation will be against three areas that have been
critical with respect to the conceptualisation of this research and to the framing of this study.
These three areas – curriculum, pedagogy and change management – also provide a lens
through which future directions, able to support the achievement of the Project 2020 goal, can
be determined and viewed. The findings are identified and interrogated. This is undertaken
whilst acknowledging that this study has been enacted within a context that involves
engagement with, and negotiation of values and belief systems that are representative of
diverse communities and cultures. Lisewski (2020, p. 10) in commenting on the theory of
practice architectures reminds us that how sayings, doings and relatings „hang together‟
within a given project‟s value system, enables us to examine the particular constituents of,
and influences on, policy and practice in different educational contexts. Following through
with this process enables the articulation of the key findings of this study within the values
systems that are encompassed within this research project.

The second section of this chapter will focus on my own journey, and my small part in the
broader undertaking of the National Foreign Language Project, Vision 2017-2025. The
section is a self-reflection. It addresses my positionality and locates me within my study and
also within the future of Project 2020. I will reflect on my PhD journey and how who I am
has impacted the research process and the interpretation of the research findings. I will
explore my personal and professional growth situated within the ideas of experiential and
received knowledge (Wallace, 1991). I will also project to the future with respect to how I see
myself within the continuing implementation process of Project 2020.
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The final section will deal with how the major findings and my positionality can be used to
inform future directions for the National Foreign Language Project, Vision 2017-2025. The
contention will be that for the sayings, doings and relatings of Project 2020 to „hang together‟
more effectively to support implementation, a number of changes deserve to be considered.

9.2 Key findings

Although the research questions that were originally proposed have been answered, there are
findings that have emerged from the data that need to be identified and discussed as they are
significant to the study and potentially to the success of Project 2020 and future research. The
findings in this section will be discussed against the three areas of curriculum, pedagogy and
change management.

9.2.1 Curriculum

9.2.1.1 Interpreting curriculum
Project 2020 is a massive curriculum initiative with respect to English language education in
Vietnam, and yet a significant finding from the study is that the concept of curriculum is not
well understood in Vietnam. Interview data derived from participant responses to interview
questions, as well as document analysis show clearly that staff within all three case study
sites are unfamiliar with the interpretations of curriculum discussed in the Literature Review
(see Chapter 3). Responses also show that they had very little knowledge of how to develop
or use curriculum as it is conceptualised within Western academic literature. There was also
no evidence of participants having a developed understanding of the notion of „syllabus‟, and
of there being specific types of linguistic syllabuses such as those discussed by Ellis and
Shintani (2014) and reported in Section 3.3.3 of the Literature Review.
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The case study HEIs, and the participants working within them, found themselves having to
engage with different aspects of curriculum that were alien to them as they endeavoured to
deal with Project 2020 and address a project goal that they found difficult to interpret. The
sub-sections to follow in Section 9.2.1 present a number of areas where difficulties associated
with interpreting curriculum impacted the implementation of Project 2020 and the goal of
enabling non-English major students to communicate independently and confidently in a
multilingual and multicultural environment.

9.2.1.2 The Project 2020 goal was not explicitly addressed in curriculum
Analysis of English curricula at the case study sites reveals that the goal that is the subject of
this research is not explicitly addressed. As indicated in the case study chapters this was
confirmed by participants. If the goal was stated, and was actively addressed, then curriculum
at the case study sites would require an orientation towards the use of linguistic resources to
perform and negotiate social functions (Gee, 2011; Scarino & Liddicoat, 2009). There would
also be acknowledgement of curriculum within the notion of the multilingual turn (May,
2013a). However, this is not in evidence at the case study sites.

There is evidence of some incidental attention to the goal, but data show that this is generally
unplanned and is part of curriculum enactment rather than being a part of the formal
curriculum.

9.2.1.3 The place of CEFR-V and VSTEP
CERF-V and VSTEP can be considered as the two principal elements within what has
become the Vietnamese National English Curriculum. CERF-V is called Khung năng lực
ngo i ngữ 6 bậc dành cho Việt Nam [6-level framework for foreign language proficiency in
Vietnam] (MOET, 2014b), and was approved to be implemented by the Ministry of
Education and Training in 2014. VSTEP, on the other hand, is the Vietnamese Standardised
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Test for English and has been officially recognised throughout the national education system
since October 2015 (MOET, 2015). Findings related to these two frameworks will be
discussed respectively below.

CEFR-V is said to be aligned to the Common European Framework of Reference for
languages, with proficiency levels being compatible with international standards (Nguyen,
2020) but this appears to be the rhetoric. Data from the case study sites show this is not the
case. Whilst all the case study HEI acknowledge and accept the Framework, the lack of real
application in the learning and teaching of English suggests compliance with government and
bureaucratic processes rather than perceived utility as being the drivers for endorsement of
this curriculum document. This curriculum framework is not actively used at the case study
sites - not even at Institute Tai where an outsider expert organisation prepared aligned
syllabus documentation to complement the curriculum framework. The real curricula at the
HEIs continued to be brief teaching plans and textbooks.

The adoption of a Western model of teaching and learning (CEFR) to build a national
framework for foreign language education was a significant policy attempt to remedy the
issues in the teaching and learning of English in Vietnam. It was expected to provide “a more
concrete platform to initiate curricular as well as language testing reforms, with higher levels
of learning outcomes” (Nguyen & Hamid, 2020, p. 6). However, descriptions of different
levels in CEFR-V do not specifically address the goal that is the focus of this study and of
Project 2020. More importantly, although CEFR-V was ostensibly designed for the context of
Vietnam, Vietnamese values or the Vietnamese culture of learning has not been incorporated
into the framework. The development of CEFR-V was just limited to policy borrowing
without much adaptation to suit the specific context of Vietnam.
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VSTEP is claimed to be specifically designed to measure English competency for
Vietnamese learners (ULIS, 2015). It is described as “the first-ever made-in -Vietnam
standardised EFL test” (Nguyen, 2020, p. 73). Analysis of sample tests shows that this test is
a narrow test tool that is predominantly concerned with testing language as code with a strong
focus on testing the linguistic knowledge of tenses, grammatical structures, vocabulary,
reading and listening comprehension. Test formats overwhelming feature true/false,
multichoice and short answer questions. There is very limited opportunity for interaction and
real language use. This can be seen in Nguyen (2020, pp. 76-77) where test formats for
VSTEP are outlined in Table 4.1. In general, VSTEP is about test-taking. It is not about
curriculum and it is certainly not able to capture the complexity associated with the ability to
communicate independently and confidently in a multilingual and multicultural context.
Interestingly, this test is claimed to have alignment with the CEFR-V, but “to date, no
information has been published about the alignment process” (Nguyen & Hamid, 2020, p. 2).

These two specifically localised tools that make up an important part of the Vietnamese
National English Curriculum have been proved to have a negative washback effect with
respect to the implementation of the Project 2020 goal in different HEIs.

9.2.1.4 Textbooks being used as pseudo syllabuses
The discussion of place, status and use of CEFR-V and VSTEP highlights issues associated
with curriculum, with policy, and with the achievement of the Project 2020 goal. A further
element of curriculum that requires discussion within this context is the place and use of
textbooks. Data from the study show that at all of the case study sites, textbooks became
pseudo syllabuses. Limited real-world application of the CEFR-V at the case study HEIs,
together with dependence on VSTEP as “a non-curriculum related” exit test (Nguyen, 2020, p.
82) resulted in a syllabus vacuum within the ELT program for non-English major students.
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Filling this vacuum with textbooks was easy and expedient. Such action coheres with
traditional approaches and with the Vietnamese culture of learning. It easily accommodated
GVP teaching. Teachers were comfortable with this, and the textbooks utilized supported this
approach as they were designed specifically for the Vietnamese context (National Geographic
Learning, 2015).

Textbook analysis undertaken as part of this study showed that the textbooks used
(particularly the Life series) in addition to providing direction for GVP teaching, provided
rich content with quality texts and tasks. However, data from this study indicate strongly that
teachers lacked the skills of utilising textbook content beyond GVP and test-taking.
Participant teachers reduced textbook sections to being GVP focused, left out textbook
sections when they did not have the confidence to deal with unfamiliar content or teaching
approaches, and ignored textbook content when it was not considered directly relevant to test
taking.
9.2.1.5 The prevalence of the traditional
In general, traditional approaches to curriculum prevailed over the new directions proposed
through Project 2020. Analysis of syllabus documents indicated that learning objectives (if
any) focused on mastery of linguistic forms rather than developing the ability to use the
language for meaningful communication. All the institutions in this study allowed what they
did in terms of English curriculum to be driven by assessment practices and passing the „test‟
(VSTEP or informed by / aligned with VSTEP) rather than by measuring how students would
be able to demonstrate confident and independent use of English for multilingual and
multicultural communication.
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9.2.1.6 Limited curriculum expertise of HoDs

None of the HoDs were able to demonstrate a good understanding around concepts associated
with curriculum design and development. In particular, they were not familiar with the
different linguistic syllabuses identified and discussed by Ellis and Shintani (2014). At
University Tri, the head of department had to fit a language syllabus into the CDIO syllabus
regardless of compatibility. Syllabus documents used at University Duc can be described as
poorly informed. They only provided information about allocation of textbook contents,
requirements for students and exam focus areas. There were no learning outcomes or
objectives communicated in these documents. The Foreign Language Department at Institute
Tai was not even authorised to develop their own curriculum. This task was outsourced to
another institution. It is significant to note here that even though the institutional focus was
supportive of the goal and the adoption of curriculum that could help in its achievement, this
was not enacted at departmental and classroom level.

This all suggests a lack of understanding with respect to the concept of curriculum and its
place in the teaching and learning of English for non-English major students in Vietnam to
achieve the Project 2020 goal.

9.2.1.7 Curriculum and time constraints
Time allocation is essential within the provision of Learning Resources and this is a
significant element of curriculum as is evident from the examination of the Curriculum
Jigsaw (Scarino et al., 1988) discussed in Section 3.3.1.

Time at the case study sites must be considered against the following considerations:


Time as the number of units / hours allocated for English in institutional / HEI
programs
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Time as the number of hours dedicated to units of work (usually textbook related) at
the case study HEIs

Based on the review of English curriculum and timetabling at the case study sites, it is clear
that for most non-English major students there is inadequate provision of time on task for
English learning to enable students to achieve the designated exit requirements. By
implication, this also means that students are not provided with adequate time to develop the
necessary English language competence to communicate confidently and independently in a
multilingual and multicultural context. As a consequence of this, many students are forced to
find alternative ways, within or outside their respective HEIs, in order to source sufficient
instruction for exit requirements to be achievable. This failure of the case study HEIs to
provide adequate time for English curriculum results in students incurring additional costs to
meet English language requirements.

With respect to hours allocated to units of work, it is evident from the data that time
constraints limited the ability of teachers to apply different learning and teaching strategies,
that may have supported the achievement of the Project 2020 goal, within the classroom. It
was difficult to teach beyond the GVP approach. Even participants who demonstrated a
desire or some capacity to go beyond GVP and teaching to the test, were constrained in what
they could do. In interviews, all the participants complained about limited time allocation. In
addition, classroom observation showed teachers omitting textbook content because of time
constraints and the need to focus on test preparation. Time constraints prevented the case
study HEIs from structuring and enacting their English programs to support the
implementation of Project 2020.

The key findings associated with curriculum and pedagogy that have been discussed above
reveal a level of dissonance with respect to case study HEI implementation and management

315
of Project 2020 and associated procedures and practices. What is articulated in policy, in
curriculum documentation, and by participants has been shown, through examination of the
data, often to be different from what actually happens in respect of English language
education in the HEIs. Languages curriculum, as reviewed in Chapter 3, can support cohesion
in determining and implementing change in languages policy and practice. The pieces of the
Curriculum Jigsaw (Scarino et al., 1988) should fit together. Findings from this study,
however, reveal gaps between the jigsaw components.

9.2.2 Pedagogy

The review of the literature on language and culture (see Section 3.2) provides insights into
what multilingual communication in a multicultural environment might look like and entail.
This affords an anchor point for the findings discussed in this section that has as its focus
learning and teaching practices at the case study sites.

9.2.2.1 Language constructed primarily as code
Teaching practices at the case study sites reflected teachers‟ perspective of language as code
rather than language as social practice (Scarino & Liddicoat, 2009). Observation data indicate
that GVP is the prominent approach in the classroom. Teachers were trying to provide
students with linguistic knowledge of tenses, grammatical structures, vocabulary and
pronunciation. This common practice well aligns with the Vietnamese culture of learning (see
Section 2.2.3) where language is not addressed as social practice and therefore students are
not provided with a learning environment in which they can develop the abilities to engage in
multilingual and multicultural environments. A successful learner in Vietnam traditionally is
expected to be able to demonstrate the linguistic knowledge they have gained from their
teacher rather than the ability to function well in communication. Communicative
competence requires the target language to be used as social practice with learners using their
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linguistic resources to perform and negotiate social functions in contexts of cross or
intercultural communication. This is not generally in evidence at the case study HEIs.
9.2.2.2 The contested concept of ‗culture‘ within l ngu ge le rning
Data from the study show that there were very diverse interpretations with respect to the
meaning of the term „culture‟. Given the debate in the literature (see Section 3.2.2), this is, of
itself, unsurprising. What is surprising is that there is no evidence from this study to suggest
that at the case study HEIs „culture‟ was ever an area of discussion or critique. Given this
situation it is then reasonable to ask how the concept of „multicultural‟ could be realistically
addressed within the context of the case study sites.

There was a lack of understanding with respect to the nature of, and place of culture, in
language learning. There was also very little evidence of teachers being able to, or wanting to,
address „culture‟ or the concept of „multicultural‟ within what they did in their classrooms.
There were some exceptions, but the data show that this was the result of participant
experiential knowledge (Wallace, 1991). Such teachers responded instinctively. Their efforts
to address the „cultural‟, „intercultural‟ and „multicultural‟ were fragmented, and because of
this, capacity to support the achievement of the Project 2020 goal was limited. Duong, for
example, was able to talk about language functions in a way that reflected notions of
linguistic syllabuses that Ellis and Shintani (2014) recommend. Dao had a good
understanding around interculturality and could talk articulately about what is needed for
successful intercultural communication, but her knowledge did not translate into her own
classroom practices.

Cultural information, such as festivals, famous places or popular food, was sometimes
explained by teachers. However, there is very little evidence from this study to suggest that
participants really appreciated the idea of interwovenness in terms of language and culture as
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it is supported in the literature (Byram et al., 2002; Kramsch, 1998; Liddicoat & Scarino,
2013).

Textbooks, especially the Life series, are structured in such a way as to provide a potential to
support language and culture being inextricably mixed but this was not realised due to
teachers‟ restricted views on culture. More importantly, this narrow view does not support the
broader manifestation of culture in communication as indicated by the Project 2020 goal.

9.2.2.3 The positioning of teachers

The national policy of Project 2020 and associated curriculum requirements suggest
particular directions with respect to teachers‟ pedagogical practices. CEFR-V, for example
has its roots in Europe and is built around Western conceptions of English language teaching.
VSTEP, on the other hand is Vietnamese and is a „home-made‟ assessment tool that is
supposedly curriculum free. And then there is the Project 2020 goal targeting multilingual
and multicultural communication. Also, and importantly, together with these new initiatives
and orientations, is the way that ELT has traditionally been taught in Vietnam. How teachers
position themselves to manage all these competing curriculum and pedagogical directions
poses a significant challenge within the Vietnamese HEI context.

Data from the study show that English teachers are torn in many different ways. Data also
show that at the case study sites, they receive little support to help them understand and
navigate changes and requirements. There is also very little support for the idea of doing
things differently. Evidence suggests that there is little provision of help to enable teachers to
determine which directions are the most important and how they, as teachers, can deliver
quality programs to support Project 2020.
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9.2.2.4 Systemic failure to understand concepts of SLA and SLT
Data indicate that none of the participants had a good theoretical background about second
language acquisition (SLA) and second language teaching (SLT). In most cases, teachers
used their previous learning experience to structure their personal pedagogies, regardless of
what professional development learning they had gained. Practices such as these were
widespread in the classrooms at the case study sites and were reinforced through the way in
which participants tailored their use of textbooks to become pseudo syllabuses. In all the
main textbook series used at all participating case study sites, grammar is presented through
authentic reading or listening texts first before students‟ attention is drawn to the target
grammar. This reflects contemporary understandings of SLA that are widely acknowledged
in the literature (Brown, 2000; Ellis & Shintani, 2014; Krashen, 1982; Long, 1991). Form
emerges out of meaning (Ellis, 2006, 2016), and form needs be considered through this
understanding, and through the use of form-focused instruction (Loewen, 2018; Loewen &
Sato, 2017). However, in the classrooms observed, grammar was taught explicitly in the
traditional method with a focus on rules and grammar and syntax. This was evident in the
lessons of Tram, Diem, Duong, Tuyet. Sometimes examples provided by the teachers were
grammatically correct but conveyed no communicative meanings. Data show that study
participants had no theoretical understanding of SLA research and implications for SLT. As
such, it is unsurprising that pedagogical practices reflected traditional understandings, beliefs
and values that often contradicted policy and curriculum dimensions of Project 2020.

9.2.3 Change management

9.2.3.1 Hierarchical organisational structures
The organisational structures of the participating institutions are hierarchical. This was also
evident in previous studies of Vietnamese HEIs (Dao & Hayden, 2015; H. T. L. Nguyen,
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2016; Pham, 2013). This is influenced by Vietnamese traditional values that focus on
harmony which results in people tending to avoid confrontation and contestation. Also, the
hierarchical bureaucracy and management structures of the HEI well support the way in
which the contemporary values of socialism construct how roles and responsibilities are
defined in the Vietnamese context. There is an expectation that people will do what they are
told.

Accordingly, the top-down approach was evident in the data from each institution.
Documentation described in the case studies illustrates how processes and procedures operate
with respect to English language education. Policies were handed down from national level
and then transmitted hierarchically within an institution to the different layers of
administration. At all the case study sites opportunities to contribute to, challenge, engage
with information is limited. Compliance rather than questioning or contestation is the norm.

9.2.3.2 Voices of teachers
Teachers on the ground and „at the chalk-face‟ had little chance of making their voices heard,
and it appears that they took this for granted. They did what they were told to do without
posing questions to their superiors. Also, teachers had no expectation of being consulted or
involved in discussions associated with institutional policies and practices or with curriculum
decisions.

There was a failure in terms of communicating the Project 2020 to the ground level. As
identified in Chapter 3, Section 3.4.6, teachers play a decisive role in curriculum change.
Also, as affirmed by Lamie (2005), it really matters what teachers think and do. But data
from this study indicate that this change, the implementation of Project 2020 and the
achievement of the goal that is the subject of this study, was not widely disseminated to
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teachers. The viewpoints of teachers received little attention. This study, however, has now
given teachers a voice.

9.2.3.3 Curriculum change within educational change as a broader construct
It is easy to understand from a cultural and educational values point of view, within the
Vietnamese context, that teacher input into designing and managing curriculum change was
not considered a significant consideration. Given the scope of change demanded by Project
2020 it is also reasonable to acknowledge that the issue of curriculum change was perceived
as being relatively simple. This naïve assumption about curriculum change is well
documented in the literature (see Section 3.4.5). What seems not to have been adequately
considered and managed within this process of largescale educational change in Vietnam is
that it requires more than curriculum change. It requires engagement with, and negotiation
between different cultures of learning as well as different institutional priorities in terms of
the place of the English language. Data from the study demonstrate this. With respect to the
instructional programs for the non-English major students there were significant issues
associated with defining language and culture, with the development and utilisation of
syllabuses, and with assessment. Institutional data show that for the HEI, a broader concern
was with English and Internationalisation, and English as an integral part of staff
performance review. These are disparate and complex issues that take multilingual and
multicultural communication into areas that are much broader than that stipulated in this
study‟s goal.

9.2.3.4 Managing change from the middle
The importance of „leadership from the middle‟ (Fullan, 2020) is recognised within the
review of the literature on Change Management (see Section 3.4). This concept is identified
as being significant in the successful implementation of educational change. Data from this
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study show clearly that HoDs at the case study HEI are unfamiliar with this concept and have
limited capacity to design and execute leadership roles. They are busy „doing‟ change, but
they are not leading it. Classroom observations show that teachers were making their own
decisions about what to include in class. Teachers depended on their own knowledge,
experience and intuition to shape what they did.

In overviewing the data from this study, HoDs/middle managers are revealed as the weak link
within the 2020 institutional change implementation process. Data show that they lack
knowledge of the goal, have only limited understandings of curriculum and SLA and SLT
and don‟t see that they have a role in supporting the professional learning and work of their
staff. They are a cog in a top-down bureaucratic process and not a conduit to support
educational change.

9.3 Self-reflection

I started my PhD journey positioned as one of those cogs (although I would like to think that
I was intuitively engaged to some extent with exploring links and ideas around language and
culture). In Vietnam I held a middle management position in a Vietnamese HEI similar to the
case study sites researched for this study. I had 16 years of experience in teaching English as
a foreign language.

I came to Australia as a recipient of the largesse of Project 911. This Project was another
prong in the economic, political and educational reform program that the Vietnamese
government has undertaken in recent years. Project 911 funded university lecturers for their
doctoral training, mostly in overseas institutions. This was my chance to learn and live in a
multilingual and multicultural environment.
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My journey with English had begun many years beforehand. During the summer holiday
period prior to the start of my senior high school years, I joined an English learning group
with a tutor who had just graduated from university. My previous experiences with a foreign
language had been with Russian as part of my formal schooling program. I found English to
be different and I made faster progress compared with other learners, even without the aid of
a dictionary. My notebooks were always full of grammar notes with rules and complicated
structures that I now know would never be used in natural communication in English. I could
serve as the perfect illustration of how English was taught at that time. My experiential
knowledge comprised interest and success in an environment where my received knowledge
was shaped through a language as code process (Scarino & Liddicoat, 2009) with a GVP
focus. There was nothing unusual about this within the Vietnamese culture of learning.

During my high school years, my experience of learning English continued to be one of
success. I was often praised for having correct answers to grammar and vocabulary quizzes
and beautiful translations of texts. The best achievement, however, was winning a prize in the
National English Examination for High School Students. This was followed by an offer of
direct entry into one of the national „flagship‟ tertiary institutions majoring in foreign
language education where I pursued my bachelor and master‟s degrees, trained to become an
English teacher, and where my passion for English continued to grow.

Living and learning in Australia during my PhD journey has enabled me to experience firsthand the interface of different cultures, and different cultures of learning (Cortazzi & Jin,
2013). I still remember how I struggled on my first days as an international student, both
socially and academically. Not only was I surprised with the social infrastructure of the city
in which I found myself living, but the university community was very different and
communication with other PhD peers caused huge confusion for me. At first, I was not
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confident to initiate any conversations due to always worrying about incorrect grammar or
pronunciation. This was my first time engaging in such a diverse cultural community, where I
constantly found it difficult to interpret and negotiate meanings in communication. I still
remember a chat I had with a lady from the office. When I saw her in a nice dress, I said “Oh
I love your dress. How much did you pay for it?”. I was confused when realising that she was
reluctant to tell me the price. I then decided to investigate why this was the case. And I was
really surprised when she said it was too much of a personal question. She felt like I was
curious about her wealth while I was actually interested in knowing if I could afford one like
it. In this case, different cultural frameworks used to interpret meanings caused this
misunderstanding between us. I was not at that time aware of Gee‟s concept of Big D
Discourses, and I was certainly not familiar with the English Discourse of informal
conversation in the workplace.

Having more opportunities to interact with people around me, I realised that in order to
operate well in my multilingual and multicultural community, I needed to develop a positive
attitude towards cultural differences and my sensitivity to act or communicate appropriately
in different situations. More importantly, I learned to adjust my Vietnamese learner self (who
is always expected to be obedient to teachers) within the Western culture of learning (where
academic arguments are encouraged, especially for a PhD student).

My years of studying abroad have enabled me to expand and integrate my experiential and
received knowledge (Wallace, 1991). I now have the capacity to negotiate the differences
between the Vietnamese and Western cultures of learning, and I can operate effectively in
both cultures, socially and intellectually. With respect to this dissertation, it is testament to
the opportunity that the Vietnamese government has provided me in terms of languages
education and the future of English learning and teaching in Vietnamese HEIs. Not only have
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I been able to become a researcher, but I also have been able to develop knowledge of skills
associated with „leadership from the middle‟. This knowledge has the potential to be utilised
to support the teaching of English within Vietnamese HEIs as well as support the
development of students to become confident communicators in a multilingual and
multicultural context. My learning has enabled me to know what it is to be conduit rather
than cog.

My positionality now shifts. As both researcher and middle manager I need to reflect on how
the findings of this study can inform and contribute to more effective implementation of the
Project 2020 goal in Vietnamese HEI contexts. The next section of this chapter will identify
future directions that deserve consideration. They will be discussed from my position as
conduit in a system that needs to negotiate change and different value systems. They will be
formulated as an extension of this self-reflection with consideration of my roles in middle
management as teacher and researcher and as mentor and agent of change.

9.4 Future directions

This study has had as its focus the way in which public universities in Vietnam have
responded to the National Foreign Language Project 2020 goal of enabling non-English
major students to communicate independently and confidently in a multilingual and
multicultural environment. The study has involved a range of stakeholders at three case study
sites. Whilst data from the study demonstrate clearly that the case study sites have not been
successful in responding to the goal, it has produced a range of interesting findings that have
the potential to impact future activities that can support work in this goal area in HEI in
Vietnam. Major findings from this study identify that:
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There is an implementation gap between top-down policy and bottom-up practice.



Within Project 2020 there is a value system clash between the Vietnamese culture of
learning and Western principles and practices associated with languages pedagogy.
This has impacted policy implementation.



Within the Foreign Languages Departments at the case study sites there is a lack of
understanding of key concepts that impact the achievement of the goal. Of particular
significance is the concept of „culture‟. Disparate interpretations of the meaning of
this concept impact the ability to understand the meanings of multilingual and
multicultural.



There is systemic failure to understand / address academic concepts associated with
SLA and SLT. This impacts the conceptualisation and operation of English language
programs to the determent of the achievement of the goal.



Testing, particularly high-stakes testing, negatively impacts the ability of the HEI
within this study to work towards achieving the goal.

The question now becomes what can be done within HEIs, involving people like me who
have benefited from Project 911, to further drive implementation of Project 2020 (now
extended to 2025)? How can policy rhetoric be brought closer to the reality for the teaching
and learning of English for non-English major students in Vietnamese HEIs? In the following
sections potential future directions will be identified.

9.4.1 Managing change and organisational development

9.4.1.1 Managing competing values at institutional level
Data show that the Project 2020 goal implementation has not been achieved within the case
study sites of this study. This has highlighted the issue of change management in an
environment of competing values (Vietnamese and Western), which is significant within the
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organisational and systemic change that is encompassed in this study, and potentially more
broadly across Vietnam. It is, therefore, relevant to go back to the Competing Values
Framework (Quinn & Rohrbaugh, 1981) which is discussed in Section 3.4.3 of the Literature
Review. This Framework highlights the importance of planning, and of developing people to
support the process of managing change, particularly organisational change that challenges
the traditions of stability and control. For HEIs such as those in this study this suggests a need
for a focus on the following areas:


Developing specific and measurable objectives in relation to institutional goals, and the
steps that need to be taken to achieve them. Such planning needs to be undertaken with
internal commitment rather than because of an external imperative if opportunities for
success are to be maximised (Fullan, 2020).



Human relations and the development of people within the organisation must be a priority.
Actions in the following areas should be considered:
- Communication – interpersonal communications and the development of relationships
- Knowledge – building the knowledge of the people within the organisation together
with drawing on their experience and expertise
- Leadership – leadership from the middle, mentoring, and participative decision
making

Work in these areas should consider traditional value systems in relation to concepts such as
harmony, face, morality, knowledge transmission and traditional ways of learning. Action
must also be taken, however, to broaden these values out to enable informed engagement
with other ways of saying, doing and relating in order to maximise engagement with, and
translation between the different values systems that interact within Project 2020.
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The Vietnamese values of patriotism, national pride, and dedication to national development
provide an imperative for HEIs to work towards the goal of enabling non-English major
students to be confident communicators in the multilingual and multicultural world. In his
publication Nuance, Fullan (2018) discusses his finding that effective leaders must become
deeply contextually literate. He states that they must understand with some depth the cultures
in which they work. At institutional level in Vietnam this is perhaps not yet the case. Data
from this study suggest that this notion of being contextually literate is significant. It goes to
providing an explanation for why „bolt on‟ curriculum is such a significant problem within
this study. Attention to the quadrants of the Competing Values Framework can provide
support in the areas of managing change and organisational development.

9.4.1.2 Leadership from the middle
In conjunction with drawing on the Competing Values Framework and Fullan‟s work on
Leading in a culture of change (2020), data from the study also indicate clearly the
importance, even necessity of „leadership from the middle‟ (Fullan, 2020). If Vietnamese
HEIs are to be successful in future endeavours to implement Project 2020, then Heads of
English departments need to reinterpret their roles with respect to the leadership of their
departments. Based on my research, this is the area that holds the most promise for
supporting the implementation of the goal. What this could potentially look like with respect
to curriculum and pedagogy will be explored in sections 9.4.2 and 9.4.3. Before discussing
these areas, however, the reasons for advocating leadership from the middle, and the key
attributes associated with it, need to be articulated.

Identified and discussed previously is the finding that there is an implementation gap between
top-down policy and bottom-up practice. Data from this study demonstrate a lack of
coherence with respect to interpretation and implementation of the goal. Fullan and Quinn
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(2016, p. 30) describe this as the lack of “shared depth of understanding about the purpose
and nature of the work”. Fullan (2020) also emphasises the idea that if top-down doesn‟t
work, and bottom-up fails then potential for success lies in the middle. Within the context of
this study this suggests a possible future direction that deserves consideration. HoDs need to
become conduits to drive implementation.

Data from this study (and my own experiential knowledge) indicate, however, that the current
roles of HoDs within HEI in Vietnam are essentially managerial and bureaucratic and enacted
„top down‟. Re-shaping these roles will present both opportunities and challenges. The roles
need to be re-conceptualised and there needs to be an emphasis on leadership and change.
Again, the work of Fullan (2020) provides some insight:


With respect to change Fullan identifies that it is about interaction with people.



With respect to leading change, he emphasises that it is about helping others focus
and learn.



Importantly, with respect to what constitutes effective leadership Fullan argues that
this requires working constantly on developing relationships at all levels of the
organisation.

These three attributes can be used to shape how HoDs determine their roles, responsibilities
and actions within their specific departmental contexts. English departments need to do
things differently if the goal is to be supported. Within my own context, these attributes will
be enacted in a variety of ways:
Interaction with people


Ensure there is day-to-day interaction with staff members.



Build rapport - listen to people and encourage them to have a voice.



Encourage staff to feel that they are a part of a team.
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Helping others focus and learn


Work to change departmental culture so that
- staff see themselves as part of a learning community, one in which I must be prepared
to learn with and from my staff,
- professional conversations and participative decision making are part of the culture,
- collaborative research is an expectation.



Look out for professional opportunities for members of staff.



Find ways to support quality teaching and improvement.



Stay in touch with what happens within the classroom – teach and mentor.

Developing relationships at all levels of the organisation


Build links up and down the hierarchy and seek ways to be involved in other aspects /
levels of the HEI.



Create links with related organisations.

It is the intention that, by doing things differently, the setting within which learning, teaching
and leading take place may be better able to support change.

9.4.2 Curriculum

9.4.2.1 Negotiating the complexity of curriculum change
The concept of curriculum change is extensively discussed in the literature review (Section
3.4.5) and it highlights the fact that curriculum change is a much more complex process than
is often thought. Of all the approaches to conceptualise curriculum (see Section 3.3.1), the
jigsaw model (Scarino et al., 1988) provides a comprehensive view of curriculum, focusing
on such key elements as the syllabus, learning resources, pedagogy, assessment and
evaluation. This model stresses the importance of different elements of curriculum cohering
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in curriculum design and development, and also in curriculum renewal and change. Findings
from this study show clearly that at the case study sites this is not the case. There is
fragmentation of key elements of curriculum and a disproportionate focus on assessment.
This has impacted Project 2020 implementation.

Project 2020 has initiated the ambitious and worthy goal of preparing students for successful
multilingual and multicultural communication. However, data from this study indicate that
the goal itself is not mentioned in curriculum and syllabus documentation at the case study
sites, and that participants were unfamiliar with the goal and the concepts implicit within it.
As such, the achievement of the goal cannot be dependent on external or centralised
curriculum (frameworks or textbooks as pseudo syllabuses). It is then incumbent on teachers
to drive the goal. This means that instead of test-driven curriculum as evident in this case
study, teacher-driven curriculum (Shawer, 2017) must be developed.

9.4.2.2 Teacher-driven curriculum
Shawer (2017) explores the idea of teacher-driven curriculum and the implications of this for
curriculum, for pedagogy, and for teacher professional learning and development. With
respect to this study and the achievement of the Project 2020 goal, future directions need to
address issues associated with syllabus design and the professional learning of teachers.

9.4.2.2.1 Syllabus design

CEFR/CEFR-V standards are very general and often referenced against native speaker norms
(McNamara, 2011, p. 501). Within the context of multilingual communication and the
multilingual turn, referencing language in this way is problematic both theoretically and
practically (see Section 3.2.1.2.3). This study shows that, within the settings of the case study
sites, this has resulted in either tokenistic / bureaucratic acknowledgement of CEFR-V as
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curriculum, or a disregard of it at classroom level. Again, as is shown through the data from
the study, this has given rise to a tendency for the textbooks to be used as pseudo syllabuses.
To enable non-English major students to develop a capacity to communicate independently
and confidently in a multilingual and multicultural environment, teachers need to be able to
develop syllabus documentation that more specifically articulates the skills and knowledges
that students need, particularly with respect to the development of interculturality and the
ability to use English beyond a GVP focus.

9.4.2.2.2 Professional learning of teachers

Analysis of the data from this study enables the identification of knowledge and skills that
teachers will need to develop in order to be able to action teacher-driven curriculum. These
include:


An ability to interpret the goal and its implications for learning and teaching



Knowledge of basic concepts associated with curriculum and syllabus design



Confidence in using English for social and communicative purposes



A basic understanding of SLA



An expanded knowledge of language, culture and interculturality and their
interconnectedness



A more extensive repertoire of teaching strategies

This is not a definitive list and the constraints / demands of different contexts will impact
content and prioritisation of professional learning requirements. Also, it is important to note
that the development of these knowledges needs to be framed within the Vietnamese culture
of learning or addressed as a positive and acceptable extension of the Vietnamese culture of
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learning. Teachers themselves must see the value. If considered nothing more than additional
work, then teachers will not engage with professional learning.

There are a number of ways that these knowledges and skills can be developed. For example,
through:


Professional learning programs, either externally organised or developed within HEI
English departments, to enable the growth of shared understandings through
knowledge and experience. Such programs should be facilitated through middle
leadership expertise.



Mentoring: The mentor role is one of the essential roles that middle leadership must
have, as identified in the Competing Values Framework (Quinn & Rohrbaugh, 1981).
Mentoring processes seek to support staff in their professional development and
growth, facilitate mutual learning and more importantly build a sense of community.



Teacher shadowing: Use experienced teachers who are themselves competent in TL
use and good at engaging students in the spontaneous use of language as expert
practitioners (For example, teacher participant Tu). Less experienced teachers can
follow closely one of these strong teachers, observe his/her classes and later ask
questions to improve understanding of what they see.



Sending staff for further study: This would be better if they can have an opportunity
to study in a foreign institution, which can maximise both formal and informal
learning.

In concluding, it is important that in the professional learning process teachers should be
taken from „where they are at‟, rather than from where you want them to be. This is a difficult
and time-consuming process. Therefore, it needs to be a shared experience where small steps
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and achievements are to be celebrated within HEIs and their English departments in order to
maintain / build momentum and commitment.

9.4.3 Pedagogy

The development of a pedagogy to support the goal of enabling non-English major students
to communicate independently and confidently in a multilingual and multicultural
environment, is a significant, but neglected aspect of curriculum change in the Vietnamese
HEI context. Findings from this study, however, enable the articulation of a number of
principles that can underpin such a pedagogy. Exemplar practices to signpost future
directions within the learning and teaching of English can also be proposed.

9.4.3.1 Principles to support a pedagogy to achieve the goal

Teaching to support communication in multilingual and multicultural environments must:


acknowledge and build on the specificity of language learning in the Vietnamese context
McNamara (2011) identifies the impact that policy and frameworks such as CEFR (and
CEFRV) are having on “erasing the historical and cultural complexity and specificity of
language learning in specific settings” (p.500). It is a contention of this study that „bolted
on‟ policy and practice that does not accommodate the local context has been a significant
issue with the implementation of Project 2020. It is, therefore, important to ensure that
there isn‟t a devaluing of the local interpretation of the goals of education and particularly
the principal goal of Project 2020.



draw on the personal and subjective experiences of the students
Data from the study demonstrate that there is a paucity of this in the classrooms at the
three case study sites. Time pressure and constraints, GVP teacher-directed teaching and
the imperative of teaching for testing / VSTEP currently diminish engagement with the
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personal and subjective experiences of the learners. These, however, are a critical aspect
of communication particularly in a multilingual and multicultural environment.


invoke teacher experiential and received knowledge of English as social practice for real
and purposeful communication

An interesting finding from the study is associated with the haphazard use by some of the
participants of their experiential knowledge of using English. The potential value of such
experiences is underplayed and underestimated. The planned integration of such knowledge,
together with received knowledge about intercultural communication and English as social
practice is an important pedagogical consideration. Given that the Vietnamese government
has invested in overseas training and experience for English educators in HEIs, the actioning
of this principle has potential for pedagogical enrichment.


develop positive dispositions within students for intercultural communication
Kubota (2016, p.468) states that “neoliberal obsession with linguistic skills should be
replaced by a stronger focus on communication ability and dispositions.” She talks of two
types of dispositions – foundational and communicative. Foundational dispositions
include being interested in the culture of Self and Other, building trusted relationships,
and having non-prejudiced attitudes, as well as having knowledge of culture, history and
politics. Whilst important, it is the area of communicative dispositions that is particularly
significant for the Project 2020 goal. According to Kubota (2016) communicative
dispositions involve willingness and persistent efforts to understand each other. For
Vietnamese non-English major students such dispositions are significant with respect to
independent and confident communication in a multilingual and multicultural
environment.
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be informed by contemporary understandings of SLA and SLT

Data show that contemporary understandings of SLA and SLT are, to a large extent, absent
within ELT at the case study HEI sites. A pedagogy to support communication in
multilingual and multicultural environments must accommodate such understandings within
the parameters of the other principles articulated above.
9.4.3.2 Exemplar practices
The practices discussed in this section are “context-sensitive” (Newton, 2016, p. 162). They
have been identified because they relate to the pedagogical practices observed and the
participant comments reported in the data. They are exemplar practices that have the potential
to be used in HEI contexts, such as the case study sites, to support the development of a
culturally appropriate pedagogy able to aid in the achievement of the Project 2020 goal.
The exemplar practices whilst „context-sensitive‟ are not „context embedded‟. Issues
associated with practical challenges of implementation and use at individual sites, and within
individual contexts, are not discussed here. Such issues must, however, be considered within
individual HEI that may choose to explore potential future directions for developing the
capacity of their non-English major students to communicate in multilingual and
multicultural environments.
In analysing and then synthesising data from this study, two areas associated with English
learning and teaching in the HEI case study contexts emerge as being particularly significant
with respect to the achievement of the goal that is at the centre of this study. These two areas
are both associated with the evidence from the case study sites that demonstrates that defining
and using concepts and practices associated with language and culture is problematic.
Detailed analysis suggests that issues related to the areas of interaction and interculturality
are particularly significant. Exemplar practices are, therefore, discussed under these headings.
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9.4.3.2.1 Interaction

Exemplar practices outlined here involve using language and managing language use in
classrooms.
The emphasis on GVP at the case study sites, together with reliance on teaching practices and
strategies associated with the traditional Vietnamese culture of learning resulted in limited
„interaction‟, particularly spoken interaction in English, in case study classrooms. To offset,
balance and extend beyond the GVP focus, exemplar practices that focus on meaning making
and the purposeful and spontaneous use of language are to be encouraged. Such practices
should:


Be built around textbook activities that promote interactional use of language



Support dialogic rather than monologic communication



Build capacity for communication and the negotiation of meaning through the use of
formulaic sequences (Wray, 2000, p. 465) that learners can memorise as unanalysed
wholes and then use without being “subject to generation or analysis by the language
grammar”



Incorporate “task-like elements” (Bogachenko & Oliver, 2020, p. 168) that deviate
from standard practices (such as rote learning and chorus repetition and response) and
that enable instances of meaningful interaction



Grow these instances into tasks by drawing on guidelines developed by Newton and
Bui (2020)



Focus on the use of language as social practice (Scarino & Liddicoat, 2009) to
facilitate communication with other English speakers in multilingual and multicultural
environments
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The learning and use of language in accord with the above considerations demands the use of
a variety of interaction patterns within classrooms and this will impact the management of the
learning and teaching process. This may also challenge the enactment of traditional teacher
and student roles. Interaction has to be more than knowledge transmission from teacher to
student. Traditional and comfortable roles need to be broadened. Interaction patterns need to
include teacher-student(s) and peer-peer interactions and also individual, pair and group work
interactions. Teachers and students need to know how to organise, manage and work in
different groupings to best support:


The negotiation and co-construction of meaning (Newton & Bui, 2020)



The development of confidence and independence in language use

Such practices, although not characteristic of the case study sites, can be nurtured within the
Vietnamese values system with its emphasis on working harmoniously. Their effective use,
however, is dependent on knowledge of SLA, SLT and collaborative learning strategies. In
imagining and planning future directions HEI may need to take account of this and move and
build changes slowly.
Effective interactions in using language and managing language use in classrooms also
requires teachers to make conscious decisions about when to use what language in
classrooms. Newton and Bui (2020) highlight the lack of attention within the literature with
respect to the role of L1 in learning and teaching a second or foreign language. This issue is
also of concern for Norris and Reitzenstein (2019) who argue that the use of different
languages must be planned for, and managed consciously and strategically within the
learning environment. Analysis of the impact of code-switching in case study classrooms
suggests that with respect to learners with limited communicative ability such as those
observed in this study, exemplar practices to support oral interaction and meaning making
should include teachers:

338


avoiding unplanned shuttling between English and Vietnamese,



providing extended periods of English input to enable learners to both „tune in‟ and
realise that they have to make meaning for themselves because the teacher will not
translate for them,



encouraging learners to communicate as well as acknowledging and accepting that
this may involve the use of both English and Vietnamese.

Planning and managing the use of different languages in oral communication is important
within exemplar practices.

9.4.3.2.2 Interculturality

Data from all three case study sites evidence belief in, and practices that separate language
and culture. There is a lack of appreciation of their interconnectedness as discussed in Section
3.2 and 8.2.3.1.2 of this study. Exemplar practices need to address this issue by adopting
what are described by Newton (2016) as intercultural classroom practices. In a discussion of
these, Newton highlights the importance of students “engaging with culture in and around
language from the beginning (p.165)”. This is significant, not only because of the
acknowledgement of the “language-culture nexus (p.169)”, but also because of timing.
Participants in this study overwhelming expressed a belief that culture and interculturality
could not be a focus of English learning and teaching until students had developed a level of
proficiency in the language. Exemplar practices need to debunk this notion. In order to do
this, they need to:


Draw attention to how culture shapes, and is reflected and expressed in language, and
integrate this into teaching practices.



Make connections to “real-life language use” (Bogachenko & Oliver, 2020, p. 168)
together with the experiences and perceptions of the learners, from the outset.
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Incorporate and build on cultural information provided in textbooks.



Value and share teachers‟ knowledge and experiences of English culture(s) and
interculturality.



Build beyond dichotomous notions of „us and them‟ towards enabling learners to
critique their own language and culture in relation to different languages and cultures
(Kramsch, 1993)

Just as effective interactions in using language and managing language use in classrooms
requires planning when to use what language, so too with “engaging with culture in and
around language” (Newton 2016, p.165). Exemplar practices for Vietnamese HEI should be
informed by the following considerations:


English should be used as an expression of culture. This includes the use of culturally
specific conventions together with other aspects of relevant Big D Discourses (Gee,
2011)



Cultural complexity may be better addressed through the use of Vietnamese, or
through the use of both English and Vietnamese.



The sharing with learners of teacher anecdotal / experiential knowledge, in
Vietnamese, may be more effective in bringing English language and culture(s) to life.

If non-English major students in Vietnamese HEIs are to develop the capacity to
communicate independently and confidently in multilingual and multicultural environments,
then the teaching of language and culture needs to change. Culture cannot be learnt
independently of language nor can language be learnt independently from culture. Interaction
and interculturality are essential components of the learning process. GVP approaches do not
support this. Exemplar practices that encompass intercultural communication must be a part
of future directions for English programs in HEIs.
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9.5 Conclusion

Positive future directions and developments with respect to pedagogy can be informed by the
principles and exemplar practices that are discussed above, in Section 9.4.3. Future directions,
however, need to be undertaken within the context of teacher-driven curriculum that is
supported through leadership from the middle. Findings from the study suggest that these are
the conditions that can best support achievement of the goal.

It is necessary to build a new languages education culture that acknowledges and draws on
the Vietnamese culture of learning but that also seeks to accommodate contemporary
understandings of SLA and SLT and also the experiential knowledge of participants within
the English language learning enterprise. This will support the emergence of a contemporary
culturally appropriate pedagogy.

The concept of curriculum change, as repeatedly discussed in the literature review and in this
chapter, is not simple and in the Vietnamese context is further complicated by clashes and
contradictions within and between values systems. Significant and sustainable change will
definitely take time because it is far from an easy process in any context.

In conclusion, the future directions in terms of change management, curriculum and
pedagogy proposed in this chapter can potentially support better implementation of the
Project 2020 in the coming years. This will ultimately bring about a new future for English
language education in Vietnamese HEIs.
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CHAPTER 10 CONCLUSION

10.1 Introduction

This study focuses on the ambitious, systemic policy change within the Higher Education
sector proposed by the Vietnam National Foreign Language Project 2020 (now extended to
2025). The project was initiated over a decade ago with its primary goal of enabling students
to independently and confidently communicate in a multilingual and multicultural context
(Vietnam Prime Minister, 2008). This study has examined this goal through a qualitative case
study of three HEIs in Vietnam. The study investigated the policy and practices associated
with the English language education of non-English major students at these institutions. The
sayings and doings of study participants, together with the relatings of the multiple
dimensions of policy and practice within each HEI, have provided rich information about
how the goal is being addressed. Findings from the study identify challenges confronting all
three HEIs within the areas of change management, curriculum, and pedagogy. Findings,
however, also identify possible future directions to support the achievement of the goal.

It is now time to draw this study together. Chapter 10 will close this dissertation by
discussing the gaps filled by this research together with the contribution it has made to
knowledge in the field. The limitations of the current study will also be acknowledged and
will be used to inform avenues for future research to enrich understandings of this significant
educational change in Vietnam. The dissertation will conclude with some final reflections
and take away messages from the research.
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10.2 The gaps filled by this research

10.2.1 Managing educational change in diverse ELT contexts

This research adds to knowledge and understandings in a number of areas associated with
managing educational change and the learning and teaching of languages in the Vietnamese
context.

Research on SLA and SLT, is predominately derived from, and grounded within Western
epistemological traditions. Not enough research is focused on intersections with, and
influences from other traditions. Little research has focused on delineating, and elucidating
how SLA, SLT and the management of educational change are conceptualised and enacted in
diverse contexts, and in this particular case, within Vietnam.

This study has the potential to fill a gap in terms of what we know about how research and
theorising, in terms of language acquisition and language curriculum development and
teaching, „translates‟ within this very different context (HEI in Vietnam) that is strongly
influenced by its own belief and values systems and its specific culture of learning.

10.2.2 Curriculum development and implementation in Vietnamese HEIs

In recent years, a considerable amount of work has been done on curriculum and
implementation with respect to Project 2020 in Vietnam but there has been little work with
respect to what this looks like, or needs to look like holistically within HEI institutional
contexts in Vietnam. This study goes some way to providing empirical research in this area.
Added to this, it identifies the challenges imposed by the perceived need for policy and
curriculum in Vietnam to be calibrated against the CEFR, CEFR-V and VSTEP within the
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traditional beliefs and practices associated with Vietnamese institutional and educational
operations.

10.2.3 Language assessment

This study also provides further evidence of the detrimental impact on language teaching by
having this enterprise driven by assessment (particularly high stakes assessment) rather than
by learning. There is a significant body of literature on the impact of policy driven
assessment (Flubacher & Del Percio, 2017; McNamara, 2011; Norris, 2020) that supports the
deleterious effect of this on the ability of students to be able to use language rather than just
pass tests. There is a significant problem with assessment driven teaching and policy driven
assessment, and the case of HEIs in Vietnam adds weight to this and the discussion within the
literature that expresses concern about this issue and the backwash effect of assessment.

10.2.4 Giving voice to Vietnamese EFL teachers

Importantly, this study gives voice to Vietnamese EFL teachers in HEIs. This study has
provided them with an opportunity to be heard through research. This is significant,
especially in a context where the top-down approach and hierarchical organisational
structures of HEIs serve to limit the opportunities for teachers to „speak out‟. Their voices
provide additional perspectives in terms of what is happening at the „ground level‟ so that
evidence can be used to better support the implementation of the massive change in English
language education that Project 2020 has initiated. In addition, this study provides avenues
for EFL teachers to take action, particularly for those who have knowledge of multilingual
and multicultural contexts that they can share with students.
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10.2.5 Appropriate languages pedagogy

This study provides directions for the future, with respect to what an appropriate languages
pedagogy within HEIs might encompass. This pedagogy has the potential to support
programs for non-English major students if the Project 2020-25 goal is to be achieved. The
existing GVP approach predominantly used at the case study sites did not focus on preparing
students for multilingual and multicultural communication.

10.3 Contribution to knowledge and practice

An important outcome of this qualitative study is the development of a new way of thinking
about curriculum in Vietnam that is inclusive of culturally appropriate pedagogy and is
directed towards supporting the achievement of the 2020 goal. This contribution is significant
for the literature around teaching English as a foreign language in a non-Western context.
Specifically, this research has the potential to have a significant impact on the teaching of
English within Vietnamese HEIs.
More importantly, this study has raised the issue of leadership in languages „from the middle‟
(Fullan, 2020) within Vietnamese HEIs. Research evidence from this study indicates that
change is blocked at departmental level. This study explores how leadership from the middle
might be reconceptualised and operationalised in Vietnamese HEI to enhance English
learning and teaching and the management of change.

10.4 Limitations of the study and directions for future research

As this is an in-depth case study of only three institutions based in a single city, findings can
only be reflective of implementing the Project 2020 goal within HEIs in this part of Vietnam.
It would be interesting for future research to investigate if these findings resonate in other
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HEIs in different regions. By doing so, there would be more evidence about how HEIs
throughout Vietnam respond to teaching English for multilingual and multicultural
communication.

When reflecting back on the study and its findings, a significant limitation has been identified.
No interview data were sought or provided by senior leaders in the organisations involved in
the research. Although it is difficult to organise such interviews in the context of Vietnam,
this is acknowledged as a limitation of this study. Future research addressing this gap and
issues around the management of change within the senior echelons of HEIs would be
advantageous.

Directions for future research also include additional work on:


Teacher beliefs and their experiential and received knowledge.



Culturally appropriate pedagogy.



Leadership from the middle.



A longitudinal examination of the impact of „bolt on‟ curriculum elements such as
CEFR-V and VSTEP on the development of English language competence and, more
particularly, intercultural spoken communication for Vietnamese students.

10.5 Take-away messages

Reality has offered us a world full of multidimensionality as clearly articulated in the
introductory quote of this thesis. Project 2020 has set an ambitious goal of preparing students
for multilingual and multicultural communication. However, to make this happen in the
reality that is Vietnam, the Project 2020-2025 goal must become more than rhetoric. It must
be sincere and meaningful and real. There needs to be more development with respect to the
management of change and to the learning and teaching of English. Data from this research
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confirm the tensions between the global and the local. Curriculum „bolted on‟ to Vietnamese
beliefs and practices is problematic. In implementing Project 2020, the relatings, as revealed
and described within this research, must „hang together‟ within the different value systems
that exist within Project 2020 (Lisewski, 2020). There is much yet that needs to be done in
order for this to happen.

For me, and those like me who have benefited from opportunities for overseas study in
multilingual and multicultural environments, there is now an imperative to contribute to
Vietnam‟s development and its engagement with global communities. My PhD journey has
enabled me to develop research skills, to broaden my understanding of change and leadership,
and to strengthen my knowledge and understanding of SLA and SLT. My PhD experience
has enabled me to connect with something deeper than I had envisaged when I embarked on
this journey. It has enhanced my desire to contribute to a larger purpose and to feel that I am
part of a greater whole that will help me develop a web of connections (Regine & Lewin,
2000), together with relatings that will ultimately enable the Western and Vietnamese
cultures, and cultures of learning, to function meaningfully together to work towards the
achievement of the goal of Project 2020 (2025).
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APPENDIX B – CONSENT FORMS

APPROVAL LETTER

TO WHOM IT MAY CONCERN

As the (Vice) President/(Vice)Rector of (name of the institution), I hereby give approval
that Ms. Thi Minh Tam Dang, a PhD student at Murdoch University, Western Australia to
have access to our faculty/department of English and its staff for her doctoral research. The
study is entitled “Enabling non-English major students to communicate in a multilingual
and multicultural environment: A case study in Vietnamese higher education”.
I would like the Head and staff of Faculty/Department of English to give this research
project full support and participation.

Regards

(signed)

387

388

389
APPENDIX C – ETHICS APPROVAL

390
APPENDIX D – INTERVIEW INSTRUMENTS
For HoD Participants

My research looks at one of the National Foreign Language Project 2020 goals which is
that most university graduates should be able to communicate independently and
confidently in a foreign language in a multilingual and multicultural environment. I‟m
interested in how you and your institution interpret this requirement.
•

What is your role in terms of English curriculum planning and design at your
faculty/department?

•

So what do you expect your students to be able to do with their English?

•

Can you tell me how Project 2020‟s goal is reflected in your department‟s English
curriculum?
•

Does your English curriculum explicitly include the objective of developing
students‟ capacity to communicate in English independently and confidently
in multilingual and multicultural environments? If not, is the intention of this
expressed in some other way?

•

How does your faculty/department support teachers in helping students
develop this ability? Are teachers provided with seminars or training?

•

What do you think are facilitators and blockers in the implementation of this
goal in your institution?

•

What do you think should be done by different related agents to help realise this goal
nationally?

•

What else do you want to share with me?

Thank you very much for you participation in this study
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For Teacher Participants

Part A: For profile information
•

How long have you been teaching English as a foreign language? Besides English,
have you got any experience teaching anything else?

•

What major factors lead you into teaching?

•

I know that English is not our first language and we don‟t have much chance to speak
the language outside class. So what do you do to maintain your level of English?

•

Have you ever had any opportunities to travel abroad and use your English? If not,
where would you like to go? Why?

Part B: For research question
•

My research looks at one of the National Foreign Language Project 2020 goals which
is that most university graduates should be able to communicate independently and
confidently in a foreign language in a multilingual and multicultural environment. I
am interested in your understanding of what this means. Can you tell me how this
ability should be described? (the researcher then teases out key ideas from their
response and asks follow-up questions)

•

What is your role in terms of English curriculum planning and design at your
faculty/department?

•

And now can you tell me how this goal is reflected in your department‟s English
curriculum and your own teaching?
•

Does your English curriculum explicitly include the objective of developing
students‟ capacity to communicate in English independently and confidently
in multilingual and multicultural environments?
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•

How well-prepared do you feel to be able to support your students to achieve
this challenging goal?

•

Have you received any kinds of formal training to help you do this? Can you
tell me about it please?

•

How do you help your students to become confident and independent users of
English? Can you tell me about the kinds of activities to develop their
confidence with independent communication in English?

•

Can you talk about the kinds of tasks or activities that you use to develop
students‟ ability to communicate in a multicultural environment where they
need to use English?

•

Do the curriculum documents/textbooks/teachers‟ books that you are required
to use provide you and your students a good resource with respect to achieve
this goal? What other resources and training would you like to be provided
with? Why?

•

Are your students engaged in any outside class activities that can help them to
develop the ability to communicate across cultures?

•

I noticed in class … (referring to a particular activity or feedback from their
class observation). Can you talk about that?

•

What are the blockers in achieving this Project 2020‟s goal in your own classromm
context?

•

What do you think should be done by different related agents, including yourself, to
contribute to the realisation of this goal in Vietnamese university classrooms?

•

What else do you want to share with me?

Thank you for your participation in this study
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APPENDIX E – EXTRACT FROM AN OBSERVATION SHEET
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APPENDIX F – A SAMPLE OF INTERVIEW TRANSLATION
Part A: For personal information

Researcher: How long have you been teaching English?

Tuyet: 5 years now

Researcher: Besides English, have you got any experience teaching anything else?

Tuyet: Yes. I also teach soft skills like presentation, communication skills and email writing
to small groups. I used to be the chairperson of a soft skills club. But my main job is teaching
English.

Researcher: What major factors lead you into teaching profession and teaching English in
particular?

Tuyet: I came to this job just by chance; when I was a student, I helped a group of students as
a tutor of English, and I got interested in teaching. Since small the only subject I am the most
confident has been English.
Researcher: I know that English is not our first language and we don‟t have much chance to
speak the language outside class. So, what do you do to maintain your level of English?
Tuyet: When I did my TESOL M ster‘s degree in Brit in for 1.5 ye rs I h d

gre t ch nce

to improve my English. I also entertain by watching movies in English. I am often in contact
with international organisations (working as an interpreter and translator) and foreign
friends. I used to have a part-time job as a tour guide for foreign visitors. I often read the
news from websites like New York Times, Guardian and Daily Mail. Also, I have some
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private classes to train students for international English language tests like the IELTS and
TOEIC. While preparing for those lessons I learn new language.

Researcher: Have you ever had any opportunities to travel abroad and use your English?

Tuyet: So far, I've been to 7 countries in Europe and 5 countries in Asia. Before I had chance
to go abroad my view to the outside world was so limited. English is spoken differently by
people from different countries. They use their own accents. Especially Asian people often
add sounds popular in their first language, for example Singaporeans add 'Lah" to English
words. English spoken by Malaysian people is also hard to understand. They sometimes say
incorrect grammatical sentences, but I still can understand. When I say something that other
people don't understand I often express it in a different way or paraphrase it.

Researcher: If you had a chance, where would you like to go? Why?

Tuyet: I love travelling so I want to go to many more other countries, especially the USA to
realise my American dream. I've watched their movies and listened to their music since I was
in high school and many of my friends go to the US to study. In my mind, it's a modern
country with open-minded people. In contrast to Britain where I studied, it's not an exciting
country where people seem to be cold and not friendly.

Part B: For research questions

Researcher: My research looks at one of the National Foreign Language Project 2020 goal,
which is that most university graduates should be able to communicate independently and
confidently in a foreign language in a multilingual and multicultural environment. I am
interested in your understanding of what this means. Can you tell me how this ability should
be described?
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Tuyet: I heard about this goal somewhere, but I cannot remember it in detail. To my
understanding, the Project wants students to be able to express what they want by any means;
they are willing to make mistakes and use body language or drawings to convey what they
mean; they are not afraid of talking with foreigners. The typical psychological phenomenon
of Vietnamese learners is the fear of making mistakes and being afraid of speaking out. Many
students have learned English for 12 years at school, but they will likely run away if a
foreigner comes to ask them for direction. They never tend to start a conversation with a
stranger in English. In many cases, foreigners may misunderstand that you are cold, not
wanting to talk with them. Besides linguistic competence, students need to have some
knowledge about other cultures. Also, students should be able to talk about their own culture
and cultural differences. When we learn English in Vietnam noone teaches about the
differences. For example, when I first came to Britain I was surprised about people
addressing me as 'love', like in 'Sorry, love', 'Bye, love', although I met them for the first time.
I used to think 'love' was used for an intimate relationship.
Researcher: Now I would like to know how Project 2020‟s goal is reflected in your
department‟s English curriculum and your own teaching. What is your role in terms of
English syllabus design at your faculty/department? Is there a process of designing
curriculum that your faculty/department follows?

Tuyet: The syllabus I am using had been done before I started work here 2 years ago. As far
as I know it was discussed and designed by teachers and approved by the department leaders.
But I'm not so sure about that. For the past two years, the syllabus remains the same.
Sometimes we are informed about minor changes in academic meetings.

Researcher: Can you tell me about the resources you use to plan your lessons?
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Tuyet: In my teaching, the main source of material come from the textbook (American
English file). Sometimes design extra activities like games, play learning English through
films series or play songs in English. These must be related to the content in the textbook in
some way. However, class time is limited; it is hard to cover the contents in the textbook
within the allocated time frame. In planning my lessons, I use Teachers Book for suggested
answers and teaching procedures.

Researcher: Do teachers have to strictly follow the prescribed teaching contents page by page
or are they allowed to change or adapt contents provided that objectives are met?

Tuyet: The textbook provides a common frame for all the teachers to follow but they can be
flexible exploiting the textbook. They don‘t need to 100% follow the different sections. We
normally omit or add more contents in the light of giving students the best preparation for
end-of-term tests which give them the final result; there are no mid-term tests or assessment.
Besides this objective, I also incorporate others from the syllabus, to motivate students to
learn the subject better and help them to be more confident using English.

Researcher: Does your English curriculum explicitly include the objective of developing
students‟ capacity to communicate in English independently and confidently in multilingual
and multicultural environments?

Tuyet: That objective is not clearly mentioned in the syllabus but in academic meetings we do
talk about teaching English using a communicative approach. We have a Philippine teacher
whose job is to help attain that objective; our students have a chance to communicate with a
foreigner. We also have a connection with REI, an international organisation, with
representatives from other countries; we sometimes organise seminars so that students can
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interact and learn with foreign volunteers. We hold workshops or exchange meetings in
conjunction with our English-speaking club to better students‘ communication skills.

Researcher: Does this goal show a similar or different view of teaching English as a foreign
language from your own teaching objective? What is your ultimate objective in teaching
English for your own students?

Tuyet: The objective you mentioned is just part of my broader teaching objective. I want to
develop fully the 4 skills, not only the communication skill. Well, preparing students for the
final tests is not the ultimate goal in my teaching; their scores do not affect teachers. So, I
always balance helping students improve both their linguistic and communicative
competence. I have rich experience living and studying abroad so I know the significance of
being able to communicate with people; even though you have a good command of the
language, you may not have the competence to function well in real social settings.

Researcher: Do you think it is necessary to develop the intercultural competence for students
so that they can communicate in a multilingual and multicultural context? Why (not)?

Tuyet: Absolutely yes. We are now in a globalised world where there are numerous
opportunities for meeting and working with people from other cultures. The chances of
talking with non-native English speakers are even more than with native ones. Therefore,
being a confident communicator is very important.

Researcher: How well-prepared do you feel to be able to support your students to achieve this
challenging goal?
Tuyet: H ving been to m ny countries in the world, I‘ve become much more confident.
Before I only focused on teaching grammar and preparing students for international English
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competency tests. But my overseas experiences helped me realise the importance of being
able to communicate with other people. So, I want to share my experiences with my students,
for ex mple, the pl ces I‘ve been to or what it is like to communicate in an international
environment.

Researcher: Have you received any kinds of formal or informal training to help you do this?
If yes, can you please tell me about those training courses or support?

Tuyet: Our university often organises workshops for teachers. For example, when I started
my job here, our department worked in conjunction with Hanoi University to hold training
courses on teaching methodology and the use of ICT in English teaching. However, those
courses were not particularly intended for addressing cultural aspects in English teaching;
this topic may have been unintentionally mentioned in some parts of the courses, but not
clearly identified.

Researcher: How do you help your students to become confident and independent users of
English? Can you tell me about the kinds of activities you use to develop their confidence
with independent communication in English?

Tuyet: One disadvantage is the big class sizes. My class range from 30 to 36 student in a
class, which is not too big compared with other universities. However, it is still a challenge
for teachers to develop communication skills in such classes within a 100-minute lesson; we
c n‘t person lise students. And t the s me time, we still h ve to te ch other l ngu ge skills
and follow the designated teaching schedule. I can only try to help students become
autonomous learners in general and tell them the importance of having good communication
skills. In class, I sometimes carry out activities for students to speak in pairs or in groups.
Then I randomly call upon some to perform upfront and give them feedback for others to
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le rn from their friends‘ mist kes. Due to limited cl ss time, I ssign students to prep re
presentations, make video clips of group speaking and role-playing.
Researcher: Can you talk about the kinds of tasks or activities you use to develop students‟
ability to communicate in a multilingual and multicultural environment where they need to
use English?

Tuyet: The English we teach here at this institution follows English native speaker model. We
have a Philippine teacher of English; talking with her, students can improve communication
skills with a person from another foreign country. However, in general, students have little
interaction with people from different cultures. I sometimes play video clips so students learn
how people from other countries speak English. Or when dealing with a text that includes
some cultural knowledge, I often tell students my related experience.

Researcher: Can you tell some examples of what you think associated with culture?
Tuyet: For ex mple, in Indi , Muslim people don‘t e t pork or in some p rts they e t with
their bare hands, which we might see as dirtiness. When they offer us food, we cannot ask for
chopsticks or spoons, which may be seen as dispectfulness. This example is related to
superstition, customs or tradition. Another example is British afternoon tea. Following this
culture, British people often have tea and cakes in the afternoon. One more example is the
typic l polite w y of s ying of British people. They don‘t spe k in

direct w y. Inste d of

s ying ―Could I borrow your pen?‖, they sk ―Do you h ve pen?‖ For me, they re one of
the most polite people in the world; When they s y ―Your ssignment is
excellent/outst nding.‖, it is not
nd you m y get

good compliment; it‘s just

polite w y of giving feedb ck

low gr de for it. British people lw ys show their ‗gentlement‘ while
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speaking. We sometimes might see it as too formal and they look as if they were too cold. But
they are not; it is just what they have been educated since small.
Researcher: Do the curriculum documents/textbooks/teachers‟ books that you are required to
use or have access to provide you and your students a good resource with respect to achieve
this goal?

Tuyet: Of the 3 textbooks being used, I like the New English file the best as it is relatively
interesting to me; it provides a wide range of topics. The Pathways book is too difficult for
students with lots of academic vocabulary. The Basic tactics for Listening Book is intended
for developing listening skills so I often assign it as homework and do not use it for helping
students improve their communication skills.

Researcher: What other resources and training would you like to be provided with? Why?

Tuyet: I want to be sent to courses which help me understand more thoroughly about
language and culture; then the knowledge and skills I have gained for myself may be put in a
more systematic way. This question reminds me of the confusion I got when first meeting my
teacher. I addressed him as Professor Martin but then in class he told us to just call him
M rtin; he didn‘t like to be c lled Professor M rtin. For me, c lling my te cher by their first
name or speaking to empty benches was something considered rude; in our culture, our
te chers‘ n mes lw ys go with title ―Th y/Co‖ [Teacher]

Researcher: Do you know whether your students are engaged in any outside class activities
that can help them to develop the ability to communicate across cultures?

Tuyet: Some join English-speaking clubs.
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Researcher: What are the facilitators and blockers in achieving this Project 2020‟s goal in
your own classroom context?

Tuyet: If the goal is set for our teaching English here, students might be interested in new
learning activities involved intercultural communication as they have had little exposure to
such things. Another advantage is that class size is not so big. And in every classroom, there
is a TV screen and a projector, which enables us to show multimedia contents.

Students in this institution are a bit passive; they are more inclined to technical stuffs;
compared with students of social sciences from other institutions, my students are not as
confident, cheerful or talkative. So, the environment is not favourable for developing
communicative competence in students.

Researcher: What do you think should be done by different related agencies, for example
Ministry of Education and Training, Project 2020, your institution and your
faculty/department leaders, including yourself, to contribute to the realisation of this goal in
Vietnamese university classrooms?

Tuyet: There must be a way of measuring communicative competence in an international
context. I think this goal is expressed in a too general way and there has not been a clear
measurement for it so institutions will find it hard to realise in their actual context. If the goal
were more concrete, like 450 TOEIC, it would be easier to follow. The goal should be clearly
stated and understood by leaders so that it can be transmitted to teachers. In short, it is very
important to create a measurement for this goal. For general communicative competence,
students just need to follow native speaker norms. However, to be function well in a
multicultural context, students are required to have more skills and knowledge; for example,
knowing a variety of accents. So how to assess these skills and understanding is problematic.
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Teachers find it hard to carry out activities involved communication as they don‘t know how
to ssess students‘ perform nce. Students m y be ble to do something well in cl ss or not
long after class but then they will forget as there is no environment for them to practice it. It
is not like forgetting grammar rules, they may look back at the text and learn it again. So,
there should be an environment that helps maintain students‘ communicative competence
outside class. For example, the institution or department should establish more clubs where
students have chances to interact with others and improve their communication skills.
Another activity in which students can be involved as volunteers is to receive guests or
delegates at the airport. So, it is important that our institution leaders to have that vision in
mind and want to give students those invaluable hand-on experiences. If they really want it to
happen, there will be a solution.

The department should raise the topic of developing students‘ intercultural competence in
academic meetings so that teachers can share ideas and experience or discuss solutions.

Teachers should see it necessary to develop students‘ intercultural competence in their
teaching. Sometimes they may be more focused on what is obviously targeted, like final or
exit tests. If we have Project 2020 goal in mind, we will design more activities or think about
solutions to help students become more confident in communication.

Researcher: Thank you very much for participating in this study.

