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Abstract: The report attempts to outline the current situation of ELT in general and tertiary
education in Vietnam with comments from second language education perspectives. The main

contents include:

- The gains and losses of ELT in general and tertiary education in Vietnam during the past few

years.

- The key current situational factors that affect ELT in general and tertiary education in Vietnam
such as language education policy, curriculum development and implementation with comments
based on the common principles of second language education.

- Suggestions for how to address main questions relating to the current ELT in Vietnam.

Keywords: English teaching, ELT in Vietnam, general and tertiary education, second language

education.

1. Current situation of teaching and learning
English in the Vietnamese education system

The national curriculum of foreign
language teaching for general and tertiary
education:

Before 1980 foreign languages were taught
at secondary schools only, which is called the 3
year program. Since 1980 foreign languages
have been taught from grade 6 to grade 12 (the
7 year program). However, the 3 year program
has still remained in the areas with shortage of
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facilities as well as teachers. In disadvantaged
areas, this subject is not taught and is replaced
by another subject. Since 2009 there have been
2 programs: the 7 year program (700 hours) and
the 10 year program (1,050 hours) at secondary
schools. About 60% of students are expected to
take the 10 year program and 40% of them
would take this program a few years later. The
teaching load for the 10 year program is as
follows:

- Primary school: 2 hours per week (210
hours in total)

- Lower secondary school: 4 hours per week
(420 hours in total)
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- Secondary school: 4 hours per week (420
hours in total)

It is expected that the 7 year program would
cover all areas in 2010 and the 10 years
program would be applied to the whole
Vietnam in 2019.

Apart from the above compulsory program
for the lower secondary and secondary schools,
recently a pilot program has been implemented
at primary level from grade 3 to grade 5 in
some big cities as an optional subject, ie.
English as an elective or strengthening subject
in these classes.

At tertiary level the regular program for
foreign languages, as determined by the
Ministry of Education and Training (MOET) is
240 hours for general English and from 60 to 90
hours for English for Specific Purposes (ESP).

Results:

According to Van et al. (2006), the quality
of teaching and learning foreign languages at
both general and tertiary levels in Vietnam is
still very low, which is far from meeting the
demand of socio-economic development of the
country at the moment.

The evidence of this low quality at general
level is the students’ poor vocabulary and
grammar, incorrect pronunciation,
standard listening and speaking skills. At
tertiary level the teaching and learning are of
similar quality: students’ language proficiency
is very low and many college graduates do not
meet the foreign language requirement of the
recruiters.

under-

After 4 years of learning English in the
school  the
proficiency of students is just limited within

lower secondary language

some basic tasks such as introducing oneself,
describing some simple objects in the house etc.

Though the aims of the curriculum for this level
are to train the 4 skills and to set up the
foundation for the improvement and
strengthening of these skills at higher level
(secondary school) and their required language
proficiency is intermediate level. Then students
continue learning English for 3 years in the
secondary school with an aim to reach upper-
intermediate level. However their real level is
just somewhere between elementary and lower-
intermediate. Many school leavers cannot read
simple texts in English nor communicate with
English speaking people in some most common
cases. Within disadvantaged areas where
students have to take the 3 year program only
the result is, of course, much worse. Actually
the real focus of teaching and learning English
in both lower secondary and secondary schools
is completing English grammar and vocabulary
exercises, in order to pass the final exams (even
the entrance exams of many universities and
colleges in Vietnam) which maily consist of
grammar and vocabulary tasks only.

At the university the start-up levels of the
students are much different. According to the
surveys conducted by five key universities in
2005 (Van, 2010) the real level of the marjority
of students is just elementary. Therefore many
univerities have to seek to the language
program for beginner (or false beginner)
learners. As a result, after 240 hours of general
English the college students’ level is lower-
intermediate. Then with from 60 to 90 hours of
ESP at senior years their real level of English
cannot be significantly improved and is still
very far from the requirements of their future
jobs.

Identification of main causes:

General education:
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Curriculum: In spite of much improvement
made to the foreign language training
curriculum it is still beyond the reach of a
marjority of students at general school,
especially those from rural or disadvantaged
areas. Apart from that, the school curriculum is
overburdensome to both teachers and students:
students have to do lots of subjects at school
and the time for foreign languages is very
limited.

Teachers: The quality of teachers in many
areas is a real problem. Many of the teachers
had got deficit training in the past and currently
the chance of retraining for them is limited.

Teaching methods: the widely accepted
method is traditional which focuses on the
teaching of grammar rules with a heavy load of
grammar exercises and reading, rote learning of
sentence patterns and vocabulary. The lessons
are mainly teacher-dominated with grammar-
centred content to meet the demand of the
grammar-based exams.

Facilities: The classrooms in a majority of
schools are substandard with insufficient
facilities for language teaching.

Testing and assessment: Still testing and
assessment do not implement their role of
directing learning and teaching of language
skills. As testing focuses only on checking
language knowledge rather than language skills,
the teaching and learning heavily emphasize on
grammar and writing.

Tertiary education:

Research studies in Vietnam (Huong, 2008;
Van, 2010; Nga, 2007) show that ELT at
tertiary level has been suffering from serious
problems such as deficit time and intensity, the
start-up English level of students, assessment
criteria and the motivation of learners, hence
the poor results as stated above.

Solutions:

In recent years a series of conferences and
seminars at various levels have been organized
with an aim to work out solutions to foreign
language education in Vietnam. The most
remarkable evidence of change is the issue of
the Decision 1400-QD-TTg by the Prime
Minister approving the Project of foreign
language teaching and learning in the national
system for the 2008-2020 period. Within the
context of this Decision, The Ministry of
Education and Training has issued the Common
Framework of Levels of Foreign Language
Proficiency, based on the Common European
Framework of Reference for Languages:
Learning, Teaching, and Assessment (CEFR).
This Framework includes 6 levels equivalent to
those of CEFR and the national foreign
language education curriculum will be designed
accordingly. The greatest change in the foreign
language education in Vietnam can be seen in
the introduction of English into the primary
education curriculum starting from grade 3. The
new curriculum defines that students at the
completion of Primary education should reach
Level 1 (Al of CEFR), at the completion of
Lower secondary education Level 2 (A2 CEFR)
and General school leavers should reach Level
3 (B1 CEFR). The teaching of second foreign
language would be introduced into curricula
from grade 6 to grade 12 and the expected level
for general school leavers is 2. The teaching of
some subjects (mathematics, physics, chemistry
and others) in English would be implemented
where appropriate (starting from high schools
in big cities first).

For tertiaty education, graduates from
vocational colleges should reach level 2 and
university graduates level 3, and graduates from
language colleges should reach from level 4 to
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5, with the second foreign language as a
compulsory subject.

The Project targets a remarkable advance in
the improvement of the foreign language
proficiency for the Vietnamese human resource
during the period from now to 2020: the
graduates from vocational colleges and
universities would be proficient users of foreign
languages, which would be an advantage of the
Vietnamese workforce.

2. Comments and recommendations

The current situations and the solutions for
improvement of foreign language teaching and
learning in general and ELT in particular in
Vietnam need a thorough analysis before any
final conclusions are made. However a quick
look at the issue may leave some reservations
for EFL teachers in Vietnam.

The policy for foreign language education
in the national education system:

As mentioned above, the greatest change in
the foreign language education in Vietnam in
the time ahead can be seen in the introduction
of English into the primary education
curriculum starting from grade 3. This seems to
be an overemphasis on the factor of age in
foreign language education (‘the earlier the
better’), hence overlooking at other factors.
Many research studies in second language
acquisition show that there is hardly any
obvious evidence for this emphasis, or at least
the age factor should be placed among other
factors affecting L2 learning when the starting
age is considered/taken into consideration.

The study conducted by Snow and

Hoefnagel-Hohle (1978) comparing three
groups of L2 learners (child, adolescent and

adult learners, ) shows that the adolescent
always outrun the other groups and in the first
year the adult group outran the child learner
group, in the second year these groups have an
equal level. Studies by Patkowski (1980) and
Johnson and Newport (1989) show that child
learners only have an advantage over older
learners in  acquiring the
pronunciation. However as Lightbown and
Spada  (2000) point  out,
pronunciation or proficiency is not a priorized
target in L2 learning at school. Many
researchers think that age factors should be
considered in close relationship with other
factors like motivation, personality, socio-
economic and learning conditions and so on.
According to Lightbown and Spada (2000)
where the language of instruction at school is
the mother tongue it is better to teach foreign
languages at a later age (10-12), because with
only 2-3 hours of L2 learning per week at
school it is impossible for the children to reach
native-like level and therefore their advantage
mentioned above will be lost. The early learners
(aged 3-7) may easily loose the learning
motivation if they then learn together with other
children who start later and after one year they
both have the same level. Therefore Lightbown
and Spada (2000:61) conclude: “In educational
research it has been reported that learners who
began learning a second language at the

native-like

native-like

primary school did not fare better in the long
run than those who began in early adolescence”

Therefore the 10 year program for foreign
language education at general school starting at
grade 3 may not be the optimal remedy for
language education in Vietnam at the moment
when our resources are still limited. If will be
better if the resourses are invested into a shorter
period (7 year program) to enhance the quality
of learning and teaching, instead of extending to
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10 years with shortage of qualified teachers,
appropriate facilities and other resources.

Learning conditions and the Vietnamese
learner:

Studies in second language learning show
that to ensure the success in teaching and
learning a second language a number of factors
should be taken into consideration, among
which intelligence, aptitude, personality,
motivation and aptitudes, beliefs are the most
important. These factors should be investigated
carefully in the Vietnamese learners together
with factors relating to learning and teaching
conditions. This issue has not been adequately
addressed in curriculum designing, teaching
material development as well as the
development of appropriate teaching methods
for our ELT classes. The main reason is that we
lack research studies on the Vietnamese
learners relating to these factors and the
principles from the outside (especially those
developed for Western settings) are being
applied to Vietnamese ELT classrooms, from
the curriculum designing to coursebook writing
and assessment. The Common Framework of
Levels of Foreign Language Proficiency, based
on the Common European Framework of
Reference for Languages: Learning, Teaching,
Assessment (CEFR) may be an ideal
framework in other countries where the socio-
economic conditions are much better and
therefore, more favourable for L2 teaching and
learning as compared to Vietnam. Whether or
not this Framework is applicable and feasible to
Vietnamese general schools still remains a big
question for ELT researchers and teachers in
Vietnam. The reason is that the learning
conditions, target language environment, the
ability as well as the learning habits of the
learners, their beliefs and motivation and so on
are still far different from those of the learners

in better developed countries, and these gaps
will not be easily bridged in just a few years
ahead, as expected by the Project for 2020. The
Framework may be a good target for FLT in
Vietnam in the long run.

Teachers training:

According to More (2007:5) teaching is:
“the actions of someone who is trying to assist
others to reach their fullest potentials in all
aspects of development””  To be able to
complete this difficult task a language teacher
should get sufficient training at the beginning of
their teaching career, retraining
professional development throughout their
professional practice process, as suggested by
Richards (2002:25) with basic principles of
three concepts in teaching and what teachers
shoud do throughout their career development.
Therefore, the training of language teachers is
not merely the task of trainers at teacher
training colleges, which provides the basic
training for teachers, but this must be a long
process of training, retraining and also self-
learning throughout their teaching life. To train
sufficient teaching staff for the 2020 Project in
terms of number and ability, there must be a
great improvement in the training programs as
well as the adequate enormous facilities.

and self-

Recommendations:

Our recommendations below are based on
the above analyses and our own experience as
EFL teachers in Vietnam.

- There should be an adequate investment
into the research projects on the issues
mentioned above for feasible solutions for the
current ELT in Vietnam, with a focus on the
feasibility of the 2020 Project.

- Reconsidering carefully the real resources
of our education sector for the priotized
investment into foreign language education to
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work out appropriate policies, targets and
roadmap for the development of foreign
language education in Vietnam to ensure the
successful implementation of the Project and
avoid the resources waste as in some previous
education reform projects.

- The improvement of the new foreign
language education curriculum, developing new
textbooks, training and retraining of teachers,
desinging the national English test and
developing appropriate facilities for language
teaching at school should be based on rigorous
research studies of the Vietnamese contexts
conducted by both researchers and teachers
from inside and outside of Vietnam to ensure
that the local solutions for foreign language
education are based on global thinking.
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Cambridge:

Day tiéng Anh & bac pho thong va dai hoc Viét Nam nhin tir
khoa hoc gido duc ngoai ngit

Lé Hung Tién

Khoa Sau Dai hoc, Truong Dai hoc Ngoai ngtr, Dai hoc Qudc gia Ha Noi,
Pudng Pham Vian Dong, Cau Gidy, Ha Noi, Viét Nam

Tém tit: Bai viét diém lai nhitng nét chinh vé hién trang day tiéng Anh & bac phd thong va dai
hoc Viét Nam va dwa ra mot sb nhan xét theo cdch nhin cia cdc nha ly ludn gido duc ngoai ngi. Phan
dau bai viét diém qua nhiing thanh tyu va ton tai cua viée day tiéng Anh & bac phé thong va dai hoc
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Viét Nam trong nhitng nim qua. Trong phan tiép theo, bai viét phan tich nhitng nhén té chinh téc dong
dén viéc day tiéng Anh & bac phd thong va dai hoc Viét Nam nhu chinh sich gido duc ngdn ngit, phat
trién va thyc hién chwong trinh gido duc ngoai ngit qubc gia, trinh d6 va ky ning doi ngii gido vién
v.v. Tir d6, bai viét dua ra mot s6 nhan xét va phan tich dya trén y kién cta cdc nha 1y Iuan gido duc
ngoai ngit cling nhitng goi ¥ cho viéc giai quyét mot sé van d& lién quan dén day tiéng Anh & bac phd
thong va dai hoc Viét Nam.

Tir khod: day tiéng Anh & Viét Nam, gido duc phd thong va dai hoc, gido duc ngoai ngi.



