
This article is a response to “Teacher Development: A
Real Need for English Departments in Vietnam,” by
Pham Hoa Hiep, published in English Teaching Forum
39 (4), October 2001, and reprinted in Teacher’s
Edition 9, September 2002.

Introduction and Overview

Teacher development is one of the decisive factors for
successful, effective, and high-quality education. The
overall message of Pham’s article is that the teaching of
English in Vietnam has been facing problems due to a
lack of sound teacher training and teaching develop-
ment opportunities. The author has given some good
suggestions for ways in which individual teachers and
departments can improve themselves, recognizing and
using strengths they already have. He tries to portray
the current situation in order to help, and draws upon a
broad basis of experience.

With regard to his analysis and description of
teacher development in Vietnam, I would like to suggest
some further thoughts. The purpose of my reply is to
further the debate on teacher development in Vietnam.
What follows is based on my observations during 17
years of teaching and administrative experience at the
tertiary level in Vietnam; on relevant academic research
and  literature; on discussions with colleagues in
Vietnam, New Zealand, Canada, and Britain; and on doc-
umentation from Hue University in Vietnam.

Teacher development is an ongoing and universal
need. It enables teachers to change and grow, helping
them put theories they have learned into practice and
learn new theories and methods. Teacher development
is a challenge in the current situation in Vietnam. For
some teachers, the idea of development might cause
insecurity and feel threatening because it suggests that
they should do things differently. Teachers might feel
more or less threatened depending on their 
experience, the ways in which teacher development is

delivered, and a range of other factors. In this light, it is
easy to see that collaboration can play a vital role.
Opportunities must be found for teachers to discuss
and share ideas. On the other hand, there are always
some teachers who are not interested in improving
their teaching techniques. Additionally, generally speak-
ing,older people with well-established careers are more
resistant to change.

Pham’s Perspectives on Teacher
Development

Main Ideas

No situation is perfect for teacher development,
and time and budget are very common constraints
around the world. The English teaching scene in
Vietnam is undergoing a rapid expansion that is strain-
ing all types of resources. In this context, Pham’s arti-
cle discusses teacher development as an urgent need
for teachers of English in Vietnam. It is a valuable con-
tribution to ongoing discussion and debate on this
topic. Pham’s point of view is that teacher develop-
ment is not common in Vietnam—rather, it is a new idea
and needs to be developed and extended. He is deter-
mined and proactive, in contrast to the rather conserva-
tive attitude that might be generally found in
Vietnamese educational circles.

Pham’s article clearly defines the topic and prob-
lem, and offers a solution. Based on his personal obser-
vations and experiences working in Vietnam as a
teacher and teacher trainer, his overall message is that
English teaching in Vietnam has been facing problems
because there is not enough sound teacher training 
and teacher development. He suggests that methods
are not changing, as well as pointing out weak links in
the system, such as older teachers who have not had
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opportunities to learn modern teaching methods, for-
mer Russian teachers who lack confidence in English,
and young teachers who are inadequately prepared or
trained. Six brief case studies are then given in his arti-
cle to illustrate how teachers’ individual and collabora-
tive efforts to develop their teaching methods can pro-
vide a solution to this predicament. Pham also provides
several good suggestions of ways in which departments
can help themselves, recognizing and using strengths
they already have.

The article works with a broad definition of teacher
development. As a teacher, one never stops learning
(Brown,p.425). Development involves activities such as
class observation, reading, attending conferences, and
doing research, aiming to “achieve personal and profes-
sional growth for teachers.”

Specific Points

Pham reports that most Vietnamese teachers who
have received further TESOL training and degrees
abroad are often assigned to teach more academic sub-
jects upon their return home. As a consequence, they
have fewer chances to use their skills in actual language
teaching and little opportunity to help less experienced
colleagues with their professional skills.

Another of his points worth noting is the problem
of workload for teachers of English: “While the official
workload of the Ministry of Education and Training
(MOET) is only 10 to 12 hours per week, everyone does
more work to supplement the modest state salary”
(Pham, p. 32). It is true that the official salary is so low
that almost all teachers have to teach private classes or
do extra work to earn additional income. This workload
and the low income level have made the teaching devel-
opment process more stressful.

Pham also observes that many teachers are “aware of
the unfavorable factors”that limit their opportunities for
professional development, but “rather than letting them-
selves be totally shaped by the context in which they
work, they try to change it, even though the change they
can make is small.” He believes that “all teachers can find
some time...to engage in professional improvement
activities” (p. 33). As he demonstrates in his six brief
case studies, teachers can take individual initiative,doing
something to stimulate other teachers to share ideas and
think of ways for improving one another’s skills.

Research on Teacher Development

Things are changing rapidly in Vietnam. The efforts
made by English teachers to improve their own teach-
ing, use modern teaching methodology, and look for
appropriate approaches within Vietnamese educational
structures and cultural values are worthy of recognition,
respect, and admiration. I would like to begin my
response by pointing out that there have been many ini-
tiatives to improve teacher development in Vietnam
over at least the last five years.

Pham says that teacher development receives 
“insufficient attention” in Vietnam. There is some 
evidence, however, that researchers and educators have
been taking this issue into consideration for quite some
time. Published research (in both English and
Vietnamese) include articles by Le Van Canh, Nguyen
Huu Cat, Nguyen Le Ninh, Tran Van Sanh,
Tran Hong Quan, Fiona McCook, Phan Van Hoa and 
A. Leigh, Faulkner Martyn Brogan and Nguyen Thai Ha,
Nguyen Thu Huong, Marilyn Lewis, and Marilyn Lewis
and Fiona McCook.

Opportunities for Teacher Development

Pham’s article may suggest that Vietnam has no offi-
cial teacher development program, or that it comprises
only informal initiatives. In reality,more and more teach-
ers are being trained and have opportunities for devel-
opment through a variety of channels, including formal
overseas courses, formal internal courses, or informal
“coffee-break” discussions. Brogan and Nguyen
observed in 2000: “[A]ttempts have been made by the
Vietnamese government with help from donor govern-
ments and agencies to set up courses for learners 
of English as well as for teachers of English.” They
argued that teachers realized that communicative 
teaching approaches were what they needed to employ
in the process of teaching and learning. To meet this
demand,“teacher training courses aimed at developing
the communicative teaching skills of teachers have 
been organized.”

In another article, Pham himself described in 2001
opportunities that Vietnamese teachers have for further
training abroad, including those supported by major aid
agencies, for example:
• The British Council, which has been supporting
teacher training and English language training activities
across the country for many years.
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• The Business Alliance for Vietnamese Education
(BAVE), which has provided funding for a new ELT text-
book series for Vietnam secondary schools.
• The Australian government, which has since 1977 allo-
cated $32 million annually for scholarships for postgrad-
uate studies in Australia, for running the Vietnam-
Australia Training Project in Hanoi, for retraining former
teachers of Russian, and for improving skills for those
who want to study in English-speaking countries.

Many other smaller aid agencies are actively helping
teachers of English improve their English and teaching
skills through in-service training or workshops organ-
ized throughout the year. A great number of teachers
also receive continuous further training nationally
through long-term or short-term courses held by local
institutions. Chances for teachers to obtain further edu-
cation continue to improve.

Are the training initiatives mentioned above actually
having an effect on English education in Vietnam?  I
believe that those who have received further training
either locally or abroad can implement changes, no mat-
ter how small the innovations might be. Those who
serve as administrators can introduce new ideas and
encourage changes, no matter how modest these might
be. Both teachers and administrators can write articles
to share new information, teaching experiences, and
professional reflections. English skills training for teach-
ers can also bring classroom improvement, since non-
native-speaking teachers are role models for students in
terms of language learning.

More research is needed to give a more objective
and convincing answer to this question of the effect of
teacher training programs, but at this stage, I am confi-
dent that changes are taking place. The questions that
need answering include:
• How significant are the changes?
• At what level are they taking place?
• Are they happening systematically and consistently?

Professional Development at 
Hue University

In the English Department at Hue University, a
provincial-level institution, a number of training courses

have been organized in recent years to help teachers
enhance their teaching methods and research skills.
These opportunities have included training workshops
and seminars on topics such as:
• TESOL, in 1991, by Dr. Ursula Nixon (Australia) and
Nguyen Quoc Hung (Hanoi).
• Teaching literature, in 1992, by Dr. Lorrelle Browning
(USA).
• Students’ needs, in 1996, by Marilyn Lewis (New
Zealand).
• Tertiary education and curriculum design, in 2000, by
Dr. Seth Singleton (USA).
Furthermore, seminars on teaching methodology have
been organized by the department or the university, in
which teachers can report the process or results of their
research, or discuss classroom techniques.

In addition, a number of English Department staff
have gone overseas for training. In the last few years, of
45 teachers, the numbers are as follows (Department
report, fall 2002):
• Ph.D. candidates abroad: 5.
• M.A.s completed abroad: 5
• M.A.s completed in Vietnam: 6.
• M.A.s in process abroad: 8.
• M.A.s in process in Vietnam: 5.
• ESP (English for Law) three-month methodology
course in Hanoi, sponsored by the Australian govern-
ment: 2.
• Vietnam-Australia Training Project participation: 8.
• Three-month methodology course in Singapore: 1.
• Two-year methodology course in Japan: 2.
The subjects for all the Ph.D.s and M.A.s are applied lin-
guistics, education, or TESOL. All staff studying for these
degrees were or are scholarship students, and receive
support from both the department and the university,
including an ongoing salary (40 percent of normal) and
teachers back home who teach increased loads.
According to the Vice-Dean of the department:
“Everyone tries to replace those who are pursuing fur-
ther education, but it is easy to understand that the
teachers at home are taking too many classes and class
sizes are too big, so it is impossible for them to apply sat-
isfactorily what they have learnt from books and theory.”
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Many of these teachers have articles about their
classroom experiences and methodology published reg-
ularly at local,national,and even international levels. For
example, in Teacher’s Edition 8, March 2002, published
by the English Language Institute (an American NGO in
Vietnam), three out of five main articles were written by
teachers from Hue University.

It can be argued that Hue University is a large uni-
versity which is known for its progressive nature in
terms of learning and teaching methodology, and there-
fore is perhaps “not typical” of the situation in Vietnam
(comment by a foreign educator working in Vietnam).
However, based on my experience and observations, I
believe that Hue University is not alone in facilitating
opportunities for staff development (see also Phan and
Faulkner for comments on Danang University). Further
research should be done at other Vietnamese universi-
ties for a more certain conclusion. In any case, Hue
University does demonstrate what is possible within the
current system, and so could be a model and inspiration
for other schools.

Training, Preparation, and Informal
Development in Hue

Pham’s article claims that teacher training in
Vietnam is poor and “inadequate,” and that “it is a uni-
versal problem at most institutions in Vietnam that uni-
versity graduates become teachers overnight without
adequate development in TEFL methodology” (p. 31). In
Vietnam, the task of training teachers of English is main-
ly implemented by teacher training colleges. The quali-
ty of this process touches the heart of the question of
implementing changes in teaching methodology. Many
institutions take the task seriously and their graduates
are well trained. At Hue Teacher Training College, stu-
dents of English study for four years, and methodology is
taught throughout this time. The curriculum requires
that they be taught pedagogical theory and teaching
techniques, as well as given exposure to practical meth-
ods and communicative approaches, so that they will be
able to share and discuss ideas as they learn. The total
time allocated for all this is 165 hours in the third year
and the first semester of the fourth year. Towards the
end of the fourth year, trainees have a two-month period
of observation and teaching in area secondary schools
(Teaching and Learning Plan, Hue University, 2001).

Although hours might be devoted to teacher train-
ing, the quality and relevance of the training might be
questionable. Little to no research has been done into

this issue in Vietnam, though I can safely state that much
effort has been made in this area. Also at Hue Teacher
Training College, university graduates spend between
one semester and two years observing classes of more
experienced teachers in their chosen fields, taking notes
and discussing their reactions with the senior teachers.
At the end of this training period, they teach a class for
a trial period under the observation of the senior teach-
ers, before it is decided if the trainees are qualified to
instruct classes by themselves.

In rare circumstances, university graduates may be
asked to teach classes after they graduate, but the prepa-
ration for this is certainly not shorter than one semester.
This happened at Hue University because of staff short-
ages in the face of a sudden increase in demand for
English classes. Graduates who are among the top four
or five in a class are kept as university tutors. They are
eager to teach, show good conduct, have good marks for
their coursework in methodology, and must complete a
short training period. During their preparation, they
must take a three-credit (45-hour) course in methodolo-
gy and a go through a three-week training period
(Teaching and Learning Plan, Hue University, 2001).
Though such graduates may have to teach after only a
short training period, they usually try to continue
improving themselves. Most of them feel inadequate
and try to equip themselves to be qualified for their new
roles, either with or without official university support.
These new teachers observe classes, get help from other
teachers, find teaching activities in books, attend work-
shops, and last but not least, learn from their own suc-
cesses and failures—“learning by doing.”

My own experience shows that no teacher wants to
“lose face” in front of students— most of them want to
have a good reputation and be confident when teaching,
and so will do whatever is necessary to qualify them-
selves. This is real “teacher development”: Talking about
classroom experiences with colleagues, we laugh at mis-
takes we make in class, commenting that our students,
the “victims” of our mistakes, deserve sympathy. As
teachers undergo this very normal learning process, I
think our “victims” are likely to understand and forgive.
When teachers meet each other at home or over a cup
of coffee, they frequently spend time talking about stu-
dents and teaching, and sharing compliments, com-
plaints, or insights from experience.

I believe these activities, whether formal or infor-
mal, are effective steps in the process of teacher devel-
opment, defined by Pham as “lifelong learning in the
teaching profession” that involves “any activities 
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aiming to achieve personal and professional growth for
teachers” (p. 31).

Additional research also shows that teachers in
Vietnam have other opportunities to develop their
teaching skills and are aware of the benefits of applying
new skills. Lewis and McCook observed in their study of
teachers attending a methodology workshop: “[T]hese
Vietnamese teachers were clearly interested in applying
the principles of communicative language teaching that
had been introduced.” Their study showed that “teachers
were applying what they had been introduced to, some-
times successfully, sometimes less so” (pp. 148, 152).

Barriers to Professional Development

Generational Issues

Pham noted in his article: “[M]any older teachers
undertook training in the past”and so “were deprived of
the knowledge of modern teaching methods,” and that
“for the teachers who were trained before 1986, their
preferred method is grammar-translation” (p. 32). There
is truth in Pham’s comment. However, many teachers
trained before 1986 have made ongoing efforts to
improve their teaching skills. My own class of English
majors was trained in Vietnam from 1980-1985, and the
prevailing method at that time was audiolingual. Any
graduates wishing to become teachers received further
training, either locally or abroad, gaining knowledge of
other methods, and we are continually searching for
additional appropriate methods for teaching English in
Vietnamese contexts. One teacher who graduated in
1985 said: “For those in my generation or a little bit ear-
lier or later,when having opportunities to be exposed to
modern methodology, we are quite open and enthusias-
tic about more communicative approaches.”

Communicative approaches are good for students’
communicative competence, but grammar is also impor-
tant. Without a good grammar background, it is very dif-
ficult for EFL students to communicate effectively and
accurately. Many older teachers are exposed to modern
teaching methods through workshops or further 

training courses both in and out of the country, but it 
is their choice whether to apply what is presented 
and to what extent new techniques should be used.
Social constraints may also influence teachers’ choices
in this regard.

Workload and Motivation

When pointing out the heavy workload of many
English teachers in Vietnam, Pham uses the term “teach-
ing machine.” To clarify, this does not have the primary
meaning of a person who does something quickly and
efficiently (as a New Zealand colleague of mine inter-
preted the phrase). Rather, in this context it has a nega-
tive connotation, suggesting that English teachers work
nonstop in a programmed manner, with little time to
think, plan, or reflect, just doing the same things over
and over again. The blame or criticism of teachers
implied in this phrase is unfair—some of the reasons for
this negative situation are systemic. Teachers are not
robots or machines—they are unable to do their job
without sincerity, feeling, or thought about the effec-
tiveness of what they are doing (though there are always
exceptions to this rule).

The issue here is why people choose teaching as a
profession. No one goes into teaching believing it is a
job that will make them rich. The reward is not mone-
tary,but rather personal and professional. People for the
most part go into teaching because they take pride in it,
for the love of the job, and because they enjoy the con-
tact with students. Those with lesser motivations—for
example, because they have no alternative, or because
they like power and status, or because their parents
require them to do so—do not tend to stay teachers for
very long. Exceptions to this rule, I believe, represent a
small percentage of those in the teaching profession.

Brogan and Nguyen comment: “Teachers of English
in Vietnam may teach mornings, afternoons and
evenings,and may have no time to listen to what the stu-
dents think works well and what does not...or to share
with other teachers what they think works well and
what does not.” However, many teachers are at least
aware of this challenge, as Brogan and Nguyen add:
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“[There are] teachers who do listen to their students
and who want to make changes, but they may not have
the time or the resources” to do so.

Training Versus Development

Another point I want to clarify is that teacher devel-
opment is different from teacher training. Teacher train-
ing happens when students are learning to be teachers.
Teacher development begins when graduates become
teachers. In addition, the terms “teacher development”
and “professional development” are not necessarily the
same. “Professional development”has a career focus,and
“teacher development” has a classroom focus. To study
for a higher degree is certainly part of professional
development, but its impact on teacher development
depends on the content of the course, the topic of the
thesis, and the methodology of the research. A degree in
TESOL, applied linguistics, or education can have an
impact on both teacher development and professional
development. In these cases, the concept of teacher
development embraces the concept of professional
development and vice versa.

Conclusion: The Way Forward

It is not my purpose to persuade readers of this arti-
cle that teacher development in Vietnam is without
problems. There are indeed many challenges that con-
front Vietnamese teachers of English along the way as
we seek to develop our teaching and careers, but the sit-
uation is improving. Small, positive initiatives are not
sufficient in themselves to solve the real causes of the
problem. More is needed.

The idea of collaboration or a support network is
quite radical. Time and money are fundamental barriers
to this,but there are others as well, including “face,”pres-
tige, and status. Structures for teacher development
should be developed not only within individual 
departments, but also between departments, and at the
university level, with support at the national level.
By combining these efforts, teaching development in
Vietnam can proceed in a better way and achieve more
positive results. n

References

Brogan, M., and Nguyen Thai Ha. “The Three Rs of
Teacher Training in Vietnam: Revising, Reviving and
Researching.” Proceedings of the Fourth International

Conference on Language and Development, Hanoi,
Vietnam, October 13-15, 1999.
http://www.clet.ait.ac.th/hanoi_proceedings/
hanoi1999.htm, accessed October 1, 2000.

Brown, H.D. Teaching By Principles: An Interactive
Approach to Language Pedagogy. Prentice Hall
Regents, 1994.

Dyer, J., and Nguyen Thi Bong. “Teachers as Insiders:
Approaches to School-Based Mentoring.” Proceedings of
the Fourth International Conference on Language and
Development, Hanoi, Vietnam, October 13-15, 1999.
http://www.clet.ait.ac.th/hanoi_proceedings/
hanoi1999.htm, accessed October 1, 2000.

Le Van Canh. “Language and Vietnamese Pedagogical
Contexts.” Proceedings of the Fourth International
Conference on Language and Development, Hanoi,
Vietnam, October 13-15, 1999.
http://www.clet.ait.ac.th/hanoi_proceedings/
hanoi1999.htm, accessed October 1, 2000. Reprinted
in Teacher’s Edition 7, November 2001.

-----. “To Facilitate the Sustainable Development of
Professional Capacity of Teachers of Foreign Languages.”
Dai Hoc va Giao Duc Chuyen Nghiep [Review of
Higher and Vocational Education] 6, pp. 15-18, 2001.

-----. “Which Pedagogical Approaches Should Be Chosen
in Teaching a Foreign Language?” Dai Hoc va Giao Duc
Chuyen Nghiep [Review of Higher and Vocational
Education] 11, pp. 20-24, 1998.

Lewis, M. “Lessons from a Jet-In-Jet-Out Expert:
Cooperation,Adaptability and Relevance in Vietnam.” In
Teacher Education. Ed. Karen Johnson. TESOL, pp. 175-
188, 2000.

-----. “What Do They Want to Know?  Questions from
Vietnamese Teachers of English.” The TESOLANZ
Journal 4, pp. 57-64, 1996.

-----. Teaching English in Vietnam: A Teacher Training
Handbook. Occasional Papers, No. 1. Institute of
Language Teaching and Learning,University of Auckland,
1996.

Lewis, M., and F. McCook. “Cultures of Teaching:Voices
from Vietnam.” ELT Journal 56 (2), pp. 146-153, 2002.

McCook,F. “Dan Dan:Responses to INSET from the Binh
Dinh English Language Classroom.” Proceedings of the
Fourth International Conference on Language and
Development, Hanoi, Vietnam, October 13-15, 1999.

Teacher’s Edition — 9 —         September 2003



http://www.clet.ait.ac.th/hanoi_proceedings/
hanoi1999.htm, accessed October 1, 2000.

-----. “A Longitudinal Study of Responses to In-Service
Teacher Education by Vietnamese English Language
Teachers.” Unpublished M.A. thesis, Massey University,
1998.

Nguyen Huu Cat. “Some Thoughts on Modern Teaching
Methods.” Dai Hoc va Giao Duc Chuyen Nghiep
[Review of Higher and Vocational Education] 5, pp. 16-
18, 1998.

Nguyen Le Ninh. “Roles of the Teacher in the Quality of
Tertiary Education.” Dai Hoc va Giao Duc Chuyen
Nghiep [Review of Higher and Vocational Education] 12,
p. 8, 1996.

Nguyen Thu Huong. “Some Reflections on the
Introduction and Application of the Communicative
Approach in the Process of Developing the English
Language in the Mekong Delta.” Proceedings of the
Fourth International Conference on Language and
Development, Hanoi, Vietnam, October 13-15, 1999.
http://www.clet.ait.ac.th/hanoi_proceedings/
hanoi1999.htm, accessed October 1, 2000.

Pham Hoa Hiep. “Teacher Development:A Real Need for
English Departments in Vietnam.” English Teaching
Forum 39 (4), pp. 30-33, 2001. Reprinted in Teacher’s
Edition 9, pp. 36-40, September 2002.

-----. “A Second Look at the Question of the Ownership of
English.” Teacher’s Edition 7, pp. 4-10, November 2001.

Phan Van Hoa and L.A. Faulkner. “Exploring Change: A
Case Study.” Proceedings of the Fourth International
Conference on Language and Development, Hanoi,
Vietnam, October 13-15, 1999.
http://www.clet.ait.ac.th/hanoi_proceedings/
hanoi1999.htm, accessed October 1, 2000.

Tran Hong Quan [former Minister of Education and
Training in Vietnam]. “Some Issues in Renewing
Education and Training.” MOET, 1995.

Tran Van Sanh. “Around the Question of the Autonomy
of Tertiary Education.” Dai Hoc va Giao Duc Chuyen
Nghiep [Review of Higher and Vocational Education] 4,
pp. 17-18, 1997.

NA. Teaching and Learning Plan, Hue University.
Unpublished internal document, 2001.

vvvvv

Duong Thi Hoang Oanh (M.A., TESOL, Canberra
University) is currently pursuing a Ph.D. in Applied
Linguistics at Victoria University of Wellington. She was
Dean of the English Department at Hue University, and
contributed the article, “”Integrative EFL Classroom
Techniques for Teaching and Learning Vocabulary,”to the
previous issue of Teacher’s Edition.

vvvvv

Teacher’s Edition — 10 —         September 2003

Ideas on the Go

Scavenger Hunt 

Categorizing

Sarah Doty, M.A.

Goal:  Game to introduce classification writing.

Teaching how to write classification essays is some-
times dull, but with this activity you can liven up your
writing lesson.

First, divide your students into four groups. Then
stand in the middle (to be fair) and ask one-by-one for
items that might be in their purse, bag, or pocket.
Some items I have called for in the past include: house
key, one thousand dong note, bike key, cigarette, stu-
dent ID card, piece of gum, lighter, pen with purple

ink, bike ticket, keychain, two hundred dong note,
wallet, photograph, whiteout, English dictionary, rain
jacket,and course syllabus. The first team to bring you
the item gets a point. The team with the most points
is the winner!  

Perhaps you are wondering,“What does this have
to do with writing?” After the game, have each group
make a list of everything that they have in their bags,
purses, or pockets. Then ask them to organize their
list into categories based on similarities among the
items. Example categories might include: writing
utensils, forms of currency, or books. Decide which
categories are most important. Then assign students
to write a classification paragraph about the items
they usually bring to school.

Sarah Doty (M.A., TESOL, Azusa Pacific University)
taught 1999-2000 at Haiphong Foreign Language
Center, and 2000-2002 at Hue University.


