
Stimulus for the Research

My research into the question that is the title of this arti-
cle is rooted in two areas of my personal experience
teaching in Vietnam. The first is my own informal obser-
vations and reflections on comments made by my stu-
dents. The second is my struggle to adapt my teaching
to Vietnamese cultural expectations.

My students’ comments—including casual revela-
tions in the context of everyday conversations as well as
comments made in more formal advising sessions—
struck me because they exemplified beliefs and expec-
tations notably different from my own. In a situation in
which I might feel demeaned, intimidated, or resentful,
my students would express admiration and even love for
a teacher—even if that same teacher also made them
feel anxious or nervous. They seemed to disregard 
qualities I regard as essential for good teaching, such as
effective communication and treating students as
responsible learning partners. Because of my 
puzzlement, I was motivated to explore more deeply my
students’ perspectives.

My efforts to adapt my teaching to Vietnamese cul-
tural expectations have been an ongoing process of
experimentation and change. Much of this has been
guided by remarks from Vietnamese teachers giving
advice or expressing dissatisfaction with some aspect of
my teaching. Many of their comments and most of my
changes have revolved around the content covered and
the methodology used in my classes—most notably in
the addition of grammar to my teaching repertoire and a
closer adherence to the textbook. According to some
Vietnamese teachers, a lack of these indicated a lack of
discipline and a lack of concern about student progress
and needs. Thus, over four years as a teacher in Thai
Nguyen, my methodology and indeed my very identity
as a teacher have been in a constant state of evolution as
I have striven to balance my students’ desire to develop
communicative competence with their simultaneous
need to fulfill recognized institutional objectives.

Therefore, my desire to serve my students and
school administration effectively has played a promi-
nent role in this research. I am striving to serve in a
manner that is respectful of my host’s cultural heritage
and that mirrors the heart of a true learner, since as a
foreigner, I lack the culturally instilled intuition of my
Vietnamese colleagues regarding effective teaching
within a Vietnamese educational context.

Originally, these concerns prompted me to consid-
er the topic of appropriate teaching methodology for
research inquiry. However, as I began to formulate
research questions, I realized that my selection of
methodology as one of the most essential characteris-
tics of an effective teacher was in itself culture-driven,
for although I as a Westerner might view excellent
teaching methodology as crucial, this view might not be
commonly held by my students. In their view, teaching
methodology might be relegated to a minimal position
in determining the esteem awarded to a teacher. Thus,
I shifted my focus to a broader inquiry exploring quali-
ties valued by Vietnamese students—to them, what are
the most essential characteristics of a good teacher?

I knew that the broad scope of my inquiry might
lead to more nebulous or inconclusive answers than a
narrower focus. There was also a danger that students
might be influenced in their responses by their percep-
tions of what I “wanted”them to say. However, I felt that
this broader inquiry would enable me to focus more
insightfully on the specifics which emerged. Without it,
I might have devoted a great deal of time to under-
standing an aspect of teaching highly regarded by me,
but of much less significance to my Vietnamese col-
leagues and students.

It is my intent to use the data collected within this
project as a springboard from which to explore more
specific topics of cultural relevance. I believe that
developing professionally in ways that conform to
Vietnamese ideals, while communicating honestly in
ways that preserve my own integrity, is essential to
mutual understanding and cross-cultural discourse.

Diane Breach, M.A.

What Makes A Good Teacher?
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To begin a two-part article, the author researches Vietnamese stu-

dents’ concepts of good teachers, “strictness,” and “sympathy.”



Overview of the Research

Cycle One

Inquiry:  What are my students’ perceptions
regarding what makes a good teacher?

Step 1 was to explore Vietnamese proverbs regard-
ing the role of the teacher. My rationale: Vietnamese stu-
dents frequently refer to proverbs to explain the way
things are or to express a point of view. Because these
proverbs often reflect deeply ingrained cultural values, I
decided to collect a sampling of proverbs that deal with
teachers. I worked with third-year English majors at Thai
Nguyen Teachers’ University, because of their higher
level of English and the fact that they had just complet-
ed an observation practicum in local high schools.

Forty-eight students worked individually during
class time to list Vietnamese proverbs that related to
teachers. Instructions were given orally and also written
on the chalkboard. Two members of my collaboration
committee worked to translate these proverbs. I then
attempted to identify cultural values expressed in the
proverbs and met with three of my cultural consultants
to verify my results.

Step 2 was to identify the most important charac-
teristics of a good teacher. My rationale: I believed that
asking students directly about their views regarding
good teachers would provide a good overview on which
to base more specific inquiries. Forty-four third-year
English majors were asked to list 5-8 of the most impor-
tant characteristics of a good teacher. Again, this was
done during class time with directions given orally and
on the board. Results were categorized according to the
main issues that emerged.

Cycle Two

Inquiry:  How important are strictness and sym-
pathy in defining the role of a good teacher in
Vietnam?  What do these characteristics mean and
what do they look like in the classroom?

Step 1 was to investigate basic student views on
teacher strictness and sympathy. My rationale: Cycle 1
revealed that many if not most characteristics of a good
teacher dealt with teacher-student relationships. There
was a strong emphasis on the values of caring, under-
standing, and sympathy. Yet over one-third of the stu-
dents also listed “strictness.” Because the qualities of

“strictness” and “sympathy” seemed so opposite, I select-
ed them as the focus for this step and investigated via a
survey given to third-year English majors in class. These
were collected by the class monitor to preserve
anonymity. Responses were collated and grouped
according to content.

Step 2 was to explore the meaning of “sympathy” in
Vietnamese language and culture. My rationale: Forms
of the word “sympathy” are used extensively in
Vietnamese. Because it rated so highly on the scale of
teacher characteristics, a deeper understanding of its
message was vital to my project. First, I collected defi-
nitions and examples. Sixty-one first-year English majors
were asked to write definitions of the Vietnamese word
for “sympathy.” Directions were written on the board in
Vietnamese and responses were written in Vietnamese
on notecards. In a similar manner, another 58 first-year
students gave examples of a “sympathetic” teacher.
Students were told how responses would be used and
allowed to withhold examples of a personal nature.

To avoid excessive translation demands, I asked
third-year students to select the best definitions and
examples submitted by first-year students. Students
were divided into groups of five and selected the 
top definitions and examples. Those receiving the most
votes were translated and included in the results of 
this study.

Step 3 was to develop an understanding of “strict-
ness” and “sympathy” in practice. My rationale:
Vietnamese wisdom is often experiential, narrative, and
situational, rather than expository. Thus, probing the
relationship between “strictness” and “sympathy” in
defined contexts would enrich my cultural understand-
ing in this project. I gave a survey to Vietnamese teach-
ers over a five-week period. Directions and responses
were written in Vietnamese. Participants included local
high school teachers as well as professors from the
Colleges of Agriculture, Industry, Medicine, and
Education. The goal was to collect a list of common
problems in response to which a Vietnamese teacher
might be prompted to exercise strictness or sympathy. I
had hoped to use several of these scenarios without
editing them. However, some of the scenarios provided
little context while others featured rare or extraordinary
occurrences. Because of this, I combined the problems
and scenarios listed with my own experiences to for-
mulate the resulting series of interview questions.

Next, I selected six students to participate in the
Scenario Interviews. Although I attempted to interview
teachers at this stage, scheduling conflicts did not 
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permit this. Thus, I decided that fourth-year English
majors would be adequate, if not ideal. These students
had recently returned from two months of student
teaching, giving them the unique vantage point of 
having been both a student and a teacher within the
same academic year. I selected participants based 
on oral English ability and high student teaching 
performance evaluations.

Cycle Three

Inquiry:  How does the Vietnamese view of what
makes a good teacher differ from a Western per-
spective?  What problems could arise in a foreign
teacher’s classroom as a result of these differing

cultural expectations?  How might these problems
be handled?

My rationale: The prompting for this inquiry was my
desire to use the research as a practical tool to shape my
own teaching and to provide insight for other foreign
teachers. First, I examined Vietnamese teachers’ views
and advice. Six English professors from Thai Nguyen
Teachers’ University were interviewed, ones whom stu-
dents had praised for their teaching. Their teaching
experience ranged from 2-29 years. Interviews were
recorded and later transcribed.

I also collected foreign teachers’ insights and expe-
riences by interviewing nine teachers from my organi-
zation (ELI Vietnam) via e-mail. They had served as 
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Figure 1. Vietnamese proverbs about teachers.

ENGLISH TRANSLATION VALUES EXPRESSED

(1) Without teachers, one can’t do anything. Expresses the value of teachers as a source of 
productive activity.

(2) He who teaches you one word is a teacher, Emphasizes the respect you should have 
he who teaches you half a word is also a towards someone who has taught you even a 
teacher. small thing.

(3) If one wants to cross the water, build a Emphasizes the respect that must be shown to
bridge.  If one wants his child to be educated, the teacher by the entire family.
respect the teacher.

(4) The first day of the Tet holiday celebrates Honoring one’s teacher comes only after the 
the father, the second day the mother, the third honoring of one’s own parents.
day the teacher.

(5) A teacher is like a fond mother. Compares the role of the teacher to that of a 
loving parent.

(6) Like teacher, like student. Emphasizes the teacher as a role model.

(7) Respect teachers, respect morality. Emphasizes the respect due teachers as moral 
role models.

(8) Rice father, clothes mother, knowledge Teacher as a provider of knowledge.
teacher.

(9) Teaching is the most noble profession among Indicates the honor due the teacher and the 
other noble professions. teaching profession.

(10) A teacher is an engineer of the soul. Teacher as a moral or spiritual guide (shaper 
of character).



teachers in Vietnam from 1-9 years. An effort was made
to choose teachers who teach in less urban placements
within Vietnam because I felt that those serving in areas
with less exposure to foreigners would be likely to
encounter stronger traditional Vietnamese views than
those living in more Westernized areas.

Collection of Vietnamese Proverbs

In the student survey of Vietnamese proverbs about
teachers, 21 proverbs were recorded. The 10 most com-
monly listed are recorded in Figure 1. Others were elim-
inated if they referred to learning or studying but not
directly to the role of the teacher. The purposes of these
proverbs can be classified into two categories:
• Five proverbs (2, 3, 4, 7, 9) depict the honor that
Vietnamese society ascribes to the position of teacher
and the consequent respect that should typify relations
with teachers.

• Six proverbs (1,5,6,7,8,10) portray the roles a teacher
is expected to fulfill, including loving parent, role model,
provider of knowledge, and shaper of moral and 
spiritual character.

Identification of Good Teacher
Characteristics

Forty-four third-year students were asked to list the
most important characteristics of a good teacher. A
record of these responses, grouped by theme, is given in
Figure 2. The four most important were, in order, char-
acter, knowledge, attitude, and teaching methodology.

An overwhelming majority of the responses
revealed character as a major consideration in determin-
ing how a teacher is viewed by students. Those with
kind, caring, understanding, and sympathetic natures
were highly valued. A good work ethic and classroom
behavior—patience, fairness, and honesty—were also
emphasized.
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Figure 2. Characteristics of a good teacher.

CHARACTER (168)    Good classroom values (97)
e.g., honest, fair, strict, patient, generous

Kind, caring, understanding, sympathetic (50)

Good moral example (18)

Good work ethic (14)
e.g., responsible, hard-working, careful, punctual

PERSONALITY & ABILITIES (63) Personality (51)
e.g., friendly, enthusiastic, humorous, gentle

Abilities (12)
e.g., intelligent, creative

KNOWLEDGE (42) Knowledge of specialized subject area (11)

Good knowledge (10)

Broad knowledge of the world (10)

Well-educated (8)

Working to improve her knowledge (3)

ATTITUDE (31) Love for students (19)

Love for job (12)

TEACHING METHODOLOGY (24) Clear and understandable (12)

Effective methodology (8)

Interesting or motivating (2)

Well-organized (2)



Second, knowledge featured prominently in stu-
dents’ estimation of a teacher. Although the personality
and abilities category outnumbered knowledge in quan-
tity of responses, most of these (with the exception of
“enthusiastic”and “friendly”) were so scattered that they
could not compete with the category of knowledge.
Consequently, personality and abilities was not consid-
ered to be one of the top four categories. Knowledge as
a key quality of a good teacher was associated with the
term “well-educated” and described as including both a
broad knowledge of the world and an excellent knowl-
edge of a specialized subject area.

Following character and knowledge, attitude sur-
faced as a distinguishing mark of a good teacher.
Qualities categorized under “attitude” included student
directives that a good teacher must love her students
and love her profession.

Teaching methodology finished only fourth. This
designation included descriptors such as “clarity,”
“effectiveness,”“organization,”and “motivational impact.”
While “enthusiasm” was grouped with personality traits,
it might also fit in this category if it is considered to
include not only general demeanor but also classroom
presentation methods. If interpreted this way, it would

increase the emphasis on the teacher’s use of motivating
methodology.

Investigation of “Strictness” and “Sympathy”

A survey was given to 47 third-year students to
determine the position of “strictness” and “sympathy” in
their educational philosophy (Figure 3). The results
were overwhelming:
• Should a good teacher be strict?  46 yes, 1 no.
• Should a good teacher sympathize with her students?
47 yes.
• Can a teacher be both strict and sympathetic?  46 yes,
1 no.

In looking at the responses to these yes/no ques-
tions, we see not only that most students felt a good
teacher should be both strict and sympathetic, but also
that they do not view these as exclusive behaviors.
Figure 4 provides further verification of students’ views
on strictness and sympathy. Ninety-one percent felt
teacher strictness was “rather important” to “very impor-
tant,”with less than 9% relegating it to “not important”or
“a little important.” In terms of degrees of strictness,
there was a slightly more varied response, with most of
the class in the mid-range between “only a little strict”
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Figure 3. Survey on “strictness” and “sympathy.”

(1) Should a good teacher be strict?  (Circle one answer.) Yes No

(2) How important is it for a teacher to be strict in the classroom?  (Circle one answer.)

Not important at all A little important Rather important Very important

(3) How strict should a good teacher be with her students?  (Circle one answer.)

Not strict at all Only a little strict Rather strict Very strict

(4) Explain your choice for question three above.  It is important that a teacher be not strict / only
a little strict / rather strict / very strict with her students because...

(5) Should a good teacher sympathize with her students?  (Circle one answer.) Yes No

(6) How important is it for a teacher to sympathize with her students?  (Circle one answer.)

Not important at all A little important Rather important Very important

(7) Can a teacher be both strict and sympathetic?  (Explain your answer.)

(8) Make a list of things that a strict teacher does.

(9) Make a list of things that a sympathetic teacher does.



and “rather strict.” In reference to sympathy, an even
higher percentage—over 97% of the class—regarded
sympathy as “rather important” to “very important” for a
teacher. Clearly, strictness and sympathy are both
viewed as essential by Vietnamese students.

Why Is Strictness Important?

In addition to yes/no and multiple choice questions
on the survey, students responded to open-ended ques-
tions on the topic. Here are selected quotations from
their explanations of why strictness is important:

In my opinion, a teacher needs to be very strict
because a teacher is a direct “mirror” for students to
look at. Everything he does must be careful that
makes students feel admirable/respectable. Since then,
they have conscience of studying. If not, students can
be too casual and have a little fear to their teacher,
especially in class. However, outside lectures, between
teacher and students, I think, it’s unnecessary for
teacher to be very strict because if so, there may be
have a distance.

It’s important that a teacher be rather strict with her
students because the teacher has to control the class
and make the students follow her requests. Otherwise,
a class is not a class at all.

It is important that a good teacher is very strict with
her students because it helps students to learn by hard
and they don’t neglect the lessons. They always pay
attention in the class.

Teacher should rather strict with students because this
forces students to do all exercises and learn by heart
lessons before class, they must go to school on time
and obey the school’s regulation. The most important
aim is to help students learn well.

In the classroom you have to make students obey your
rules to keep the good studying air.

It’s important that a teacher be rather strict with her
students because this help her students learn seriously
and follow her orders and they can study harder and
better.

This small sampling of quotes reflects the main
emphases of student responses by representing the fol-
lowing recurrent themes:
• Strictness forces students to learn better.
• Strictness helps to maintain an appropriate classroom
atmosphere.
• Strictness causes students to respect their teacher and
view her as a role model.

Characteristics of a Strict Teacher

Student responses reinforced their choice of strict-
ness as a key quality for teachers. But what exactly does
“strictness” mean?  Figure 5 summarizes common
responses from the survey. Significantly, 40 of the 47
respondents noted that strict teachers “require,”“force,”
or “demand” that students do their homework before
class. Nine students explained that a strict teacher does
this by checking homework every class, and four added
that a strict teacher assigns a lot of homework.
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Figure 4. Students’ ratings of “strictness” and “sympathy.”

How important is it for a teacher to be strict in the classroom? Not important 1
A little important 3
Rather important 29
Very important 14

How important is it for a teacher to sympathize with students? Not important 0
A little important 1
Rather important 12
Very important 34

How strict should a good teacher be with her students? Not strict at all 2
A little strict 11
Rather strict 31
Very strict 3 



Thus, homework appears to be a major concern. This is
remarkably consistent with the view of strictness as a
tool to force students to study harder and learn more.
Through strictness, a teacher shows her concern for stu-
dents by helping them improve their knowledge and
self-discipline.

What Is Sympathy?

Student definitions of the Vietnamese concept of
“sympathy” are provided below. These definitions were
written by first-year students and selected as the best by
third-year students.

Sympathy is a beautiful sentimental symbol of
humanity. When someone learns to share, sympathize,
think about, and respect the troubles that his friends
and others around him face, we can say that person
has sympathy. Sympathy is always performed by
words of encouragement, sharing, and comfort or
other sincere gestures. Showing sympathy brings 
people together because they gain a greater under-
standing for one another. A specific characteristic 
of sympathy is that it “always listens” and “always
understands.”

In my opinion, sympathy is understanding the cir-
cumstances as well as the difficulty that others are fac-
ing. From that understanding people show an atti-
tude, desire, and practical actions to share with and
encourage others to overcome their difficulties and to
lessen their sadness in life. When someone confides in
me, I usually try to encourage, console, and share in
their troubles. I also give advice that I think the best
for their situation. Besides, I help them practically as
my situation permits.

In my opinion, sympathy is the way we share feelings
with other people, understand their inmost feelings
and circumstances. Revealing our sympathy is show-
ing our sincerity to others. We can help when people
have difficulty, share in good and bad times, and for-
give their mistakes. We must do this from the bottom
of our hearts. If sympathy is not from the heart, then
it is not sympathy but pretense.

Sympathy means understanding the inmost feelings,
sentiment, and circumstances of others, including
acceptance. Also, sympathy means the feelings and
emotion we have for other people’s position and fate
who need help from society, for example, sympathy
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with the poor, orphans, or others who have unfortu-
nate conditions.

Before discussing the implications of these defini-
tions, and in order to further support my conclusions, I
present here examples of sympathy generated by first-
year students and selected as best by third-year students.

My story is about a teacher that I will probably never
forget. When I was in the fifth grade I was very
naughty and learned very badly. However, I didn’t
really want to be that way. I was like that because
there were some bad things happening in my family.
My parents ignored and didn’t take care of me. Once,
my teacher entered the class and I tripped her by
stretching out my leg in front of her. Her head was
bleeding, but I laughed with satisfaction and had no
intention of apologizing to her. The next day she
taught us with a white bandage around her head.
Until this day, I still feel sorry for what I did. At the end
of the class, I came to her to say sorry. She didn’t scold
me. Instead, she took me into her arms and said, “I’m
not going to scold you because I understand that you
were not born that naughty. I know about your fami-
ly problem. Please don’t let these problems discourage
you. Try your best to learn better.” Because of her
words I became a better person. I will always remem-
ber this teacher who showed great sympathy for others.

I always remember a teacher who helped me in my
study of English. There is a memory of her that I will
never forget. At one time, something happened in my
family that shocked and saddened me. The exam for
gifted students in English was approaching. The
teacher realized my change in learning through my
test results. I paid no attention when I was working
with my English team. She asked about these changes,
and I told her everything because I loved and respect-
ed her so much. When she knew my story, she encour-
aged me a lot. She advised me about what I needed to
do at that time. I really felt that she was like both a sis-
ter and a mother to me.

Six years ago, when I was in ninth grade, there was a
particular student who always made noise, ate snacks
in class, and came to class late. He did many things
that were a bad influence on our class. We thought
that our headmistress would dismiss him from our
class. However, she went to his house and found out
that his family was very poor and that his father had
run off with another woman. He only had his mother,
but she did not really take care of him. Instead she

 



scolded him and blamed him, saying that things had
gone wrong because of him. She put all of her every-
day worries on him. Not caring about life, he had
lived that way. Sympathizing with his background,
my teacher helped and cared for him. She often visit-
ed and talked to his mother. Now, he is a student of a
big university in Hanoi. Recalling those days he says
with much feeling, “If I hadn’t had her sympathy and
my friends’help, I would not have today.” I understand
and wish that luck will come to him. Society will
develop and benefit if communities have many more
warm and altruistic hearts like hers.

During the school years 1998-2001, I was in high
school. The teacher in charge of my class had been a
member of the volunteer youth force on the Truong
Son Road, so she was very strict and serious. She never
forgave any of students’ mistakes. However, she loved
her students; she looked at every student’s background
in order to treat them appropriately. Because everyone
in my class came from different areas from town to
countryside, each one had a different background.
Tung, from the countryside, was the one whose family
was very poor. When he finished the first semester, he
dropped out of school since his family couldn’t afford
it any longer. He had to stay at home and work to help
his family. On seeing this, the teacher encouraged the
whole class to contribute money, and called for sup-
port from the school’s Parent Association so that he
could continue his learning. Touched by the enthusi-
astic help of his teacher and friends, Tung’s family
tried to give him a chance to study again.

Looking at definitions for the word “sympathy,” only
a few of which are noted, most definitions included at
least three distinct elements:
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• Sincere emotion. Though this aspect of sympathy was
included in nearly all the definitions, it was summarized
in the statement,“If sympathy is not from the heart, then
it is not sympathy but pretense.”
• Taking action. Many definitions emphasized that sym-
pathy involves a willingness to take action on behalf of
another. Phrases such as “sincere gestures,”“I help them
practically as my situation permits,” and “practical
actions” demonstrate this.
• Understanding of circumstances. An awareness and
understanding of another’s circumstances also arose 
as crucial in the expression of true sympathy. The word
“circumstances” appeared in nearly all the selected 
definitions.

Relatively few examples dealt with academic prob-
lems, and those which did generally linked the problem
to family circumstances. Teachers remembered for their
sympathy were ones who made an effort to understand
their students’ home life, economic plight, or social
problems. They were also people who encouraged
community involvement by visiting homes, offering out-
of-class assistance, and soliciting the help of others. n

In Part 2 of this article, which will appear in our March
2005 issue, Diane Breach continues reporting the
results of her research, beginning with the issue of what
“strictness” and “sympathy” look like in the classroom.
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Figure 5. Meaning of “strictness.”

A strict teacher...

(1) Requires students to do their homework before class.  40

(2) Does not allow students to talk or make noise.  22

(3) Punishes student mistakes.  20

(4) Makes students come to class on time.  19

(5) Forces students to pay attention to the lessons.  16

(6) Does not allow students to cheat or copy on tests.  10

(7) Requires students to obey the rules.  9


