TAP CHI KHOA HOC - BAI HOC PONG NAI, SO 11 - 2018

ISSN 2354-1482

THE FUTURE OF ENGLISH LANGUAGE TEACHING IN VIETNAM:
A DISCUSSION FROM SOCIO-CULTURAL PERSPECTIVE
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ABSTRACT
Nowadays, English is the most widely spoken language in the world, serving dif-
ferent purposes such as education, commerce, and tourism and culture exchange.
Due to its spread, English no longer belongs to native speakers but become a com-
mon lingua franca across the globe. Wherein, an important question arises here,
should variants of English be officially introduced in the Vietnamese context and in

which feasible teaching orientations?
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1. Introduction

Nowadays, English has become a
world language and is the language
most widely used and taught in the
world these days. It is no longer the cir-
cumstance that the English language is
used by people from Korea, Thailand,
or Switzerland just to negotiate with the
American, British, or Australian. Con-
versely, it is increasingly used by peo-
ple from Asia to interact with those
from Europe, and people from South
America to interact with people from
Africa, etc. To put simply, in this rapid-
ly changing world, there are more non-
native speakers of English than native
speakers due tothe fast growing interna-
tional business.

Vietnam has currently been the
member of numerous international or-
ganizations such as Association of
South-East Asia Nations (ASEAN);
World Trade Organization (WTO); or
Asia Pacific Economics Conference
(APEC); and so on. In these communi-
ties, Vietnamese people who are not
born as English speakers have learned
English language in order to be able to
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“survive”. In other words, English is
used throughout these communities as
lingua franca, “the common language
used by people of different language
backgrounds to communicate with each
other” (Kirkpatrick, 2007, p. 7) [1].
Consequently, this author advocates
that the English language has shifted
from being a language that was primari-
ly utilized to serve native speakers’
communal purposes to becoming an
international medium in lingua franca
communication.

In Vietnam, yet, only the traditional
varieties of British English and Ameri-
can English which are deemed to be na-
tive varieties and spoken by native
speakers have been officially introduced
and taught to Vietnamese learners. It is
evidently proved by English language
teaching materials and resources, espe-
cially a series of the English textbooks
from Grade 6 to Grade 12 compiled by
the Vietnamese Ministry of Education
and Training. Given the fact that English
as an international language is heteroge-
neous with multiple norms, each coming
into play at different levels and contexts
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of social interaction (Zacharias & Mana-
ra, 2013) [2]; thus, should other varieties
of English like Australian English, Indi-
an English or Singaporean English, etc.
beconcurrently introduced to Vietnam-
ese learners these days? And which
teaching orientations should be imple-
mented in response to this present case?
By nature of a reflective paper, these
questions will be answered by a discus-
sion from the socio-cultural perspective.

2. Discussion

2.1. Status of the English language
in Vietnam in the past and now

During its 4000 years of civiliza-
tion, Vietnam has expanded from a
small province in the mountainous
North, gradually expanding southward
to become a strong, growing economy
with a total population of nearly 90 mil-
lion. During this period, Vietnam has
been directly influenced by such powers
as China, France, the Soviet Union and
the United States of America respec-
tively (Le Thanh Son, 2011) [3]. Con-
currently with this, Chinese, French,
Russian, and English were the lan-
guages respectively introduced in Vi-
etnam. According to Nguyen Thi Ngan
(2012) [4], due to historical back-
grounds, English did not become popu-
lar in Vietnam until the 1990s, after the
collapse of the Soviet Union, the im-
plementation of DoiMoi (i.e., economic
reforms) and the normalization of US-
Vietnam relations. English once lost its
place in the foreign language curricu-
lum when the Vietnam War ended, now
has been back and proved its pivotal

97

role in the course of foreign coopera-
tion, international integration, moderni-
zation and socioeconomic enhancement
of the nation. In the paper of Dewey
and Leung (2010) [5], they described
that

Conventionally, the distribution
of English around the world is de-
scribed in relation to three main
groups of users: 1) those who speak
English as a native language (ENL);
2) speakers of English as a second
language (ESL); and 3) speakers of
English as a foreign language (EFL).
A further means of classification is
Kachru’s well-known concentric cir-
cles model (e.g. Kachru, 1992), ac-
cording to which countries are classi-
fied as ‘Inner Circle’, ‘Outer Circle’
or ‘Expanding Circle’ which largely
correspond  respectively to the
ENL/ESL/EFL distinction (p. 2).

To make it clear, countries in the
Inner Circle include the United States of
American and the United Kingdom.
Countries in the Outer Circle include
India, Singapore, and the Philippines.
Countries listed as being in the Expand-
ing Circle include China, Korea, Japan
and Russia or/ and Vietnam. It goes
without saying that English has ap-
peared and existed in Vietnam as a for-
eign language, not native or second lan-
guage, in which “English is not actually
used or spoken very much in the normal
course of daily life” [1, p. 27], but is
typically learned at school. Inferential-
ly, the phrase “foreign language” is au-
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tomatically attributed to “English” for
many Vietnamese.

Nowadays, there are different for-
eign languages to be taught in Vietnam
such as English, Chinese, French, Rus-
sian, Korean, Japanese, Thai, Italian,
etc.; however, English has become the
principal foreign language specified in
most programs of universities, junior
colleges and vocational schools. More-
over, hundreds of English centers have
been established throughout Vietnam-
Ho Chi Minh City alone has approxi-
mately 300 language centers, attracting
both children and adult learners aiming
to secure a better future or employment
with international affiliations that are
booming in the country. In general, the
high status of English as a foreign lan-
guage in present Vietnam is obvious.
This is attached to the fact that “those
who do not have sufficient competency
in English may have a feeling of being
excluded from positions which may
lead to power” [6, p. 17].

2.2.Vietnamese culture’s influence
on the use and the teaching orientation
of English

To another aspect, with regard to
the interplay of language acquisition
and culture, Brown (1994) emphasizes
“a language is a part of culture and a
culture is a part of a language. The two
are intricately interwoven so that one
cannot separate the two without losing
the significance of either language or
culture” [7, p. 164]. With L1 learners
immersed in their own culture, connec-
tions between language and culture of-
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ten never come to question. However,
for L2 learners, the impact of learners’
own culture on their foreign language
learning is actually complex in which
both teachers and learners need to ad-
just their foreign language acquisition
based upon their own cultural conven-
tions. Therefore, there is no doubt to
advocate that for both English teaching-
learning and English using in Vietnam,
the Vietnamese culture influences these
processes. Below are some typical ex-
amples:

Example 1: In Vietnamese culture,
it is customary to greet people by ask-
ing the equivalent of “Where are you
going?” or “Have you eaten?” This cul-
tural convention will be reflected in us-
ing English in Vietham to produce
“Where are you going?” or “Have you
eaten?” as a normal greeting. Interest-
ingly, this may be called Vietnamese
English.

Example 2: Formality, respect, and
interpersonal harmony are cultural val-
ues evident in verbal communication
among Vietnamese. To avoid the signs
of disrespect, especially with persons of
higher status, Vietnamese people tend
to express disagreement within euphe-
mism. To support this point, during
verbal communication in English, Viet-
namese students are asked to use some
expressions to convey their disagree-
ment as following: a. 7’'m sorry to disa-
gree with you, but.....; b. Yes, but don’t
you think; c. That’s not the same thing
at all; d. I'm afraid I have to disagree;
e. 1’'m not so sure about that.
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Moreover, Vietnamese learners
usually nod and use the word “yes” or
“yah” to show respect and indicate that
they are listening or concentrating on,
although they may not understand. That
iIs something about Vietnamese cul-
ture’s impact on the way Vietnamese
people use English. And how have Vi-
etnamese socio-cultural values influ-
enced English language teaching-
learning in Vietnam? After more than
one thousand years of Chinese domina-
tion, Vietnamese cultural value, espe-
cially the nature of education in Vi-
etnam is strongly influenced by Chinese
ideologies and religious beliefs, namely
Confucianism, Taoism and Buddhism
(Nguyen Tuong Hung, 2002) [8], domi-
nated by a teacher-centered, grammar-
translation method and emphasis on
rote memorization (Liu & Littlewood,
1997, as cited in Phan Thi Thu Huong,
2008 [9]):

1. In traditional =~ Grammar-
Translation classes of English, the
teacher is the authority in the classroom
transmitting grammar points deductive-
ly, while students only memorize and
spend most of their time on grammati-
cal and lexical exercises. They are ra-
ther quiet in class and seldom volunteer
to express their ideas or to contribute to
the lesson, let alone asking question to
the teachers;

2. In the Audio-Lingual Method
classes, teacher-learner interaction also
embodies Vietnamese traditional cul-
ture where students first listen to their
teacher’s model, then repeat.
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However, given the rolling wheel of
international communication, currently,
Vietnam has gradually approached
many other methods like Communica-
tive Language Teaching, or Task-based
Learning, etc. so as to help Vietnamese
learners to be able to genuinely com-
municate in the target language, namely
English.

2.3. The future trends of English
language teaching in Vietnam: Stand-
ard English or localized English?

In light of the globalization of Eng-
lish, exposure to varieties of English
(e.g. American English, British English,
Australia English, or Singaporean Eng-
lish, etc.) is believed to necessarily fa-
cilitate learners’ communication abili-
ties when being confronted with diverse
types of English uses and users (Matsu-
da, 2003) [10]. Additionally, she claims
that limited exposure to varieties of
English may cause learners to resist lin-
guistic variations or form the ideas of
confusion when they encounter differ-
ent types of English uses and users in
authentic contexts. To give an example,
the ways people greet each other in
British, American and Australian Eng-
lish respectively may differ in remarka-
ble ways:

British English: How are you?

American English: How are you doing?

Australian English: How are you going?

British people who move to live in
Australia can be confused by being
asked “How are you going?” by an
Australian, as, in certain contexts, a
sensible answer might well be to say
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“By bus” (Kirkpatrick, 2007) [1]. Ap-
parently, in case Vietnamese learners
are not exposed to varieties of English,
it is impossible for them to survive in
this lingua franca community.

In Vietnamese pedagogical context,
until most recently, only two varieties
of English have been widely accepted
and used in Vietnam, especially by Vi-
etnam’s government and teachers, com-
prising of British English and American
English. For most Vietnamese people,
these two varieties of English are as-
serted as “Standard English” which is
used by educated people in all English-
speaking countries (Howatt, 2004, as
cited in Dewey & Leung, 2010 [5]). Of
course, English language teaching ma-
terials and resources, especially a series
of English textbooks from Grade 6 to
Grade 12 compiled by Vietnam’s Min-
istry of Education and Training have
been compiled according to “Standard
English”, namely American English and
British English. However, the spread of
English as an international language has
changed our conception of both the lan-
guage and how it should be taught.
With more nonnative than native speak-
ers of English, the ownership of English
has shifted and new world Englishes
have emerged. Furthermore, at present,
Vietnam is participating in several in-
ternational  organizations such as
ASEAN, WTO, APEC, etc.; welcoming
a huge number of foreign investors and
visitors come here for travel and busi-
ness, particularly China, Japan, Korea,
India, Singapore, Thailand, the Philip-
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pines, the United States of America, the
United Kingdom, so on. All of them use
English as a means of communication
with their localized English, which can
be labeled as Thai English, Filipino
English, Japanese English, so on.
Therefore, British English and Ameri-
can English are not sufficient for Viet-
namese people to serve non-native
speakers’ various communicative pur-
poses. So what are the future trends of
English language teaching in Vietnam
with regard to what kinds of English
should be preferred? Some predictions
may be as following:

“Standard English” — British
English and American English — may
still be prevalent in most English lan-
guage teaching programs of Vietnam,
especially in the Vietnamese public ed-
ucational system; also, it continues to
appear in language teaching materials
and resources in the near future with the
aim of helping students to master some
international examinations (e.0.
TOEFL, IELTS, or TOEIC, etc.) for
their study and work;

At the same time, new varieties of
English such as Thai English, Filipino
English, Japanese English, or Singapore-
an English will probably be paid more
attention gradually so that Vietnamese
learners could survive with different mul-
tilingual communities since the fact that
an exposure to various English systems is
deemed to necessarily assure learners’
communicative competence when being
faced with diverse types of English usag-
es and users” (Matsuda, 2003). Most re-
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cently, Vietnam, particular Ho Chi Minh
City has hired some Filipino teachers of
English to teach English language for
primary students of Vietnam. This re-
flects the fact that Vietnam has much or
less opened its mind with new language
policies and that Vietnamese experts
“recognize that English is presented by a
range of varieties which have developed
in Asia” [1, p. 108];
Given the changing globaliza-
tion of English, and the demand of in-
ternational communication, Vietnam’s
government and educators certainly
have some positive changes in relation
to English language teaching methodol-
ogy and materials as well as beliefs. A
decisive shift from teacher-centered
methods to student-centered ones be-
sides appropriate teaching approaches is
a typical example of the future trends of
English language teaching in the Viet-
namese environment.

3. Implications for English lan-
guage teaching in Vietnam

Nowadays, English is recognized as
an international  language,  with
nonnative speakers of English outnum-
bering native speakers. This global
spread requires not only a shift in our
conception of English, but also a shift in
English language teaching practice in-
cluding teaching approaches, materials
and pedagogical beliefs as well. This
paper will end by suggesting some ped-
agogical guidelines necessary for Eng-
lish language learners in Vietnam who
primarily use English as a foreign lan-
guage to interact with speakers from
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different first languages and cultural
backgrounds in their daily lives, which
are in agreement with Matsuda (2003)
[10], Kirkpatrick (2007) [1], Foley
(2012) [11], and Jindapitak and Teo
(2013) [12]:

The changing pedagogical prior-
ities suggest that both English teachers
and learners should focus on language
awareness rather than grammatical cor-
rectness in a single variety; strategies of
communication rather than mastery of
product-orientated  rules  (Matsuda,
2003) [10];

Implementing language teaching
methodologies should fit local cultural
values; and there should be a suitable
modification of teachers’ and students’
roles in English classroomsto manifest
learning outcomes (Kirkpatrick, 2007
[1]; Foley, 2012 [11]). Put it simply,
teachers should provide students with
appropriate strategies for their active
practice in the language classrooms,
that is, a teacher’s responsibility is to
facilitate the change, and students be-
come autonomous.

Moreover, a variation of English
language is natural, normal and contin-
uous; therefore, English language teach-
ing professionals in Vietnam must es-
tablish their tolerance and understand-
ing of variation (Kirkpatrick, 2007) [1].
It literally means that the teachers do
not need to focus much on their stu-
dents’ errors but encourage them to de-
velop their communicative strategies
confidently and naturally;
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»= Thanks to the advent of infor-
mation technology, countless Internet
sources (e.g. Facebook, YouTube, etc.)
supply millions of speech specimens of
speakers around the globe who have
different English tongues. According to
Jindapitak and Teo (2013), teachers can
take the advance of this technological
availability by incorporating authentic
audios of world Englishes available on
hundreds of online sources (e.g. news,
radio, films) into classroom materials so
that students have an opportunity to be
exposed to wider varieties of English.
Nevertheless, there are still some chal-
lenges from different sources such as
institutions, teachers and learners.

4. Conclusion

To sum up, in the Vietnamese con-
text, English language still remains its
stable status as a foreign language used
preferably rather than other foreign lan-
guages like French, Chinese, Korea,
Japanese, etc. However, nowadays Eng-
lish no longer belongs to native speak-
ers but has become a common lingua
franca across the globe, which is “the
most widely used and widely learned
language in societies outside its original
home” [11, p. 188]. Hence, both Stand-
ard English and other varieties of Eng-

lish locally labeled as Australia English,
India English, and Singaporean English,
etc. should be introduced to Vietnamese
learners at the same time in order to
help them sustain their communication
in multilingual communities. Concur-
rently, “the obsolete English language
teaching paradigms, which are based on
the ideology that native speakers are the
authority of the language, need to be
replaced by a newer paradigm that re-
lates language classroom to the world
and takes into account local adaptation
or appropriation” [12, p. 197]. To re-
spond it, language classrooms in Viet-
namese pedagogical setting need to
equip English language learners with
skills and authentic materials that can
help them not only to effectively per-
form in linguistic activities but also to
become effective international speakers
who are aware of the diversified con-
texts of English. By providing a collec-
tion of texts by non-native authors, by
catalyzing possibilities for communica-
tion with future lingua franca users and
generally by promoting learners to be
listeners and performers, teachers can
both build up the practicality of their
classrooms and open the opportunities
of lingua franca interactions.
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TUONG LAI DAY HQC NGON NGU TIENG ANH TAI VIET NAM:
THAO LUAN TU GOC NHIN VAN HOA XA HOI
TOM TAT

Ngay nay, tiéng Anh tré thanh ngon ngit dwoc sir dung réng rdi nhat trén toan
thé gidi, phuc vu nhiéu muc dich khdc nhau nhw gido duc, thwong mai, du lich hay
giao lwu vin héa. Do su Mo réng nay, tiéng Anh khéng con la ngén ngir riéng cia
nguoi bdn xir ma tré thanh ngén ngi chung trén toan cau. Chinh vi vay, cdu héi dat
ra liéu cdc bién thé tiéng Anh c6 nén dwoc day chinh thirc ¢ Viét Nam hay khéng va
dinh hwéng day nhue thé nao.

Tir khéa: Tuong lai, giang day tiéng Anh, Viét Nam
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