
    

Teaching and working at a private university in Vietnam
is challenging. Compared with state universities, private
universities face greater difficulties because they:
• Receive no financial support from the Ministry of
Education and Training.
• Lack experienced teaching staff, especially English
teachers.
• Enroll students with lower entry requirements than
state universities.
• Must be different and attractive in terms of major sub-
jects included in the curriculum, which, according to
Berlie (p. 161), should help students not only gain theo-
retical knowledge but also develop ways of thinking and
working which are appropriate for practical use outside.
• Have hardly any external financial or professional sup-
port, not to mention cooperative relationships with
overseas institutions or universities.

In addition, since state universities outshine private
ones,the bachelor’s degrees granted by private universities
are not widely accepted by employers. This severely
lessens motivation for learning and puts students in an infe-
rior position compared to those from state universities.

Duy Tan University: Context and 
Rationale for Change

Working as both an academic administrator and an
English teacher, I find that there is a gap between our
curriculum intentions and the reality of teaching and
learning situations at my university and elsewhere. This
gap has motivated me to try to change the ways in
which we structure our English major curriculum.

Some of the realities within which I work are: First,
Duy Tan University (DTU) is newly established, so the
leaders feel obligated to refer to the curricula of state
universities; however, the quality of students, goals of
training, and sociocultural contexts are not the same.
Second,due to the pressure from the Board of Directors,
academic administrators must change the curriculum

often to meet the needs of the labor market in a climate
in which much emphasis is placed on communicative
competence. So from year to year the English major
curriculum has been modified as part of an ongoing
process of adjustment and improvement. Though a
writer such as Do is delighted with this progress on the
national level (p. 145), I wonder if more can be done.
Third, the academic administrators who design or
redesign the curriculum do not have much background
in the field. As a result, they are unable to take into
account all the relevant factors. Fourth, many English
major graduates at our university either find it hard to
get a job or difficult to apply in their job what they
learned while in school. Although unemployment is
one of the six problems which higher education in
Vietnam is now facing (Berlie, p. 163), surely we can do
better in preparing our students for the real world.
Finally, private universities in Vietnam tend to have
lower reputations, and this has many negative impacts
on the overall teaching and learning process.

Research on Curriculum Development

A process of language curriculum development, as
described by Brown and Richards, includes conducting
needs analysis, setting clear goals and objectives, devel-
oping teaching materials, selecting content, applying
appropriate methodology, properly considering teach-
ers’ roles, and carrying out curriculum evaluation and
student assessment. Aiming at making possible changes
in the English major curriculum based on an in-depth
understanding of the teaching and learning context at
DTU, and taking into account current trends in the
labor market, I conducted a survey of curriculum devel-
opers, English teachers, and English major students in
the year 2001. My study showed that the most pressing
problems in language curriculum development at DTU
are needs analysis, content selection, and materials
development. This article will focus on these points,
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A teacher-administrator argues that needs analysis and materials

development could bring about long-overdue improvements.



presenting findings and discussion in order to reach a
deeper understanding of what might be done to devel-
op and improve our curriculum.

Needs Analysis

Needs analysis is a familiar concept in many
European and English-speaking countries (Richards). It
is, however, an issue which needs far more attention in
the Vietnamese educational system. In addition, at least
two barriers exist. First, curriculum developers hold
power over students (Benesch). All universities,
whether private or state, must strictly follow the cur-
riculum framework set by the Ministry of Education and
Training. Furthermore, it is an unspoken rule that in
Vietnamese culture students must follow whatever they
are taught and told. The effect: Students do not feel free
to criticize or honestly evaluate their classes. Second,
curriculum planners tend to focus on the skills and
knowledge they think will be necessary for students in
the labor market. But these may be contradictory to stu-
dents’ real needs, and end up being an imposition.

Because Duy Tan University is new and private, it
might enjoy some advantages. New ideas and the opin-
ions of both students and teachers are very much
encouraged. The problem is that the entrance exam
marks at DTU are much lower than at state universities.
My survey revealed that as a result of this, academic
administrators fear students are not mature enough to
have meaningful opinions. Student feedback was only
randomly sought, and lightly valued, or not taken into
account at all once received. The English teachers treat-
ed students in the same way. So one potential strong
point turned out to be a weak point.Students at DTU are
supposed to have a voice in what they learn,but in prac-
tice they have no say.

In the end, students occupy an inferior position, just
as in traditional universities. On paper, the philosophy
of Duy Tan University is democracy and openness, but
this is blurred if not erased when considering students’
needs. Students see the situation as unfair—they pay for
their study but their opinions do not matter. As Benesch
argues, students’ rights should not be resisted by admin-
istrators or teachers for no reason. To put it another way,
students should be free to critically express their opin-
ions and desires in the learning process. Finding out
about students’ needs is an interactive negotiation
between teachers and students (Nunan), and learners
should be treated as independent, responsible parties in
the process.

Although DTU administrators are aware of the
importance of needs analysis, current practice omits it.
They conceive of it as very difficult, so they refuse to do
it. They fear too much change, and do not want to face
conflicting views between administrators and students.
They also use lack of time and money as an excuse. It is
true that in order to conduct needs analysis, more fund-
ing and time are needed. On a smaller scale, however,
there are things that can be done if we are truly com-
mitted to developing a sound curriculum.

These things are not being done, in part because of
an insufficient understanding of needs analysis. For
example,needs analysis is an open-ended process. Since
“needs analyses are far from perfect” (Brown, p. 78), but
instead always tentative in nature, they should be con-
tinuously carried out in different forms such as observa-
tions, interviews, placement tests, questionnaires, and
group discussions (Richards; Brown). Another example
is that curriculum developers can be strategic in decid-
ing which needs are critical, important, or feasible, as
well as which ones are immediate and which long-term
(Richards)—they need not address every need in the
same way or at the same time. We must also bear in
mind that needs are not objective realities—that is, the
results of needs analysis depend to some extent on data
interpretations. At DTU, needs analysis is understood
simply as what students want to learn. In-depth situa-
tion analysis, such as involving employers or education-
al specialists, is not done.

Needs analysis can serve many purposes relating to
goal-setting, materials selection, teaching approaches,
student assessment, and program evaluation. Richards
suggests conducting both language needs and situation
needs analyses, since a context might positively or nega-
tively affect implementing a curriculum (p. 105). For
example, the views of employers and the business com-
munity should be considered to find out what knowl-
edge and language skills they would like their employ-
ees to have.

Content Selection

In this article,“content” refers to the broader topics
and time allocation for subjects and the subjects them-
selves. That is,“content”refers to the organizational level
of curriculum.

Initially, it must be noted that DTU’s curriculum (p.
29), with so few professional choices, gives students
very slim chances at employment, since what they can
have gained at the end of the course is only a very basic 

Teacher’s Edition — 27 —         November 2003



or general English. To help students become English
teachers or employees working in other sectors, it
should be more focused and provide more ESP (English
for Specific Purposes) options, such as English for busi-
ness,pharmacy, tourism,or information technology. This
is particularly true in the third and fourth years of study.

ESP, with the goal not only of “developing linguistic
and academic skills, but also of preparing for the needs
of a particular workplace environment” (Kasper, p. 10),
should be taken into consideration. ESP subjects empha-
size the linguistic and pragmatic conventions needed for
study or work within a particular discipline. Courses are
often structured around highly-focused content deter-
mined by a rigorous analysis of students’ needs. In addi-
tion, activities used in ESP courses are highly specific,
job-based tasks through which students practice using
appropriate vocabulary and discourse patterns. This
helps enhance students’ overall language proficiency
and performance. For students who come to class with
some degree of knowledge about subject area content,
ESP programs are able “to capitalize on and further
develop the often rich schemata that students bring to
the course” (Kasper, p. 15). To put it another way, if
(adult) students are already trained in their occupation,
their motivation is strong because they know what they
need English for. ESP is thus seen by Kennedy and
Bolitho as a means to achieve practical or professional
purposes which form the instrumental motivation for
studying. At DTU, for students who have already done a
general English course at school and have already
reached a certain level of English proficiency, an ESP-
focused program would be both feasible and produc-
tive. It could “represent a redirection in the study of
English for an individual student” (Robinson, p. 10).

In our EFL context, a more ESP-focused or more
vocation-oriented curriculum would be likely to guaran-
tee higher student motivation in learning English, as
what they learn would serve clear and specific profes-
sional purposes. They could obtain from ESP electives
something new and practical, not the kind of general
English which emphasizes neither workplace skills nor
true communicative competence.

Materials Development

When I surveyed the five English teachers at Duy
Tan University, it was interesting to see how their views
about the role of teaching materials, as well as their way
of selecting materials and textbooks,differed widely and
even contradicted one another. For example, one 

admitted the crucial role of teaching materials but
another denied it, claiming instead that the way teachers
explored the materials was much more important. One
said the current textbooks and teaching materials
should be redesigned to fit the particular students at
DTU, while another thought it would be unsafe, time-
consuming, and troublesome to do so.

In our EFL context, the classroom may be almost the
only source of English input. “Materials then play a cru-
cial role in exposing learners to the language” (Dudley-
Evans and St. John, p. 171). Adapting materials to appro-
priate levels is key,and so it was encouraging that all five
English teachers, plus two administrators, agreed on this
point. It was inferred, however, that in cutting out diffi-
cult parts from the materials, the teachers may have
unintentionally weakened students’motivation and stim-
ulation. They were not stretched enough, which is one
of the key guidelines for materials design and develop-
ment (Brown; Richards; Dudley-Evans and St. John;
Tomlinson). As Cunningsworth points out (p. 17):

For motivation to be sustained, students need to be
continually challenged, either linguistically or intellec-
tually, through texts, activities and tasks. Students eas-
ily lose concentration if they are allowed to be passive,
or if the lessons are too easy or dull. Even at begin-
ners’ level, the subject matter must engage the stu-
dents’ minds and challenge them to think.

Worst of all, students find that overly simple materials
bear little resemblance to actual language use. As a
result, they lose confidence. This is exactly the case at
DTU. The perceived “mental deficiency” is not the fault
of the students. Teachers should build confidence in
them and encourage them “through activities which try
to ‘push’ learners slightly beyond their existing profi-
ciency by engaging them in tasks which are stimulating,
which are problematic but which are achievable too”
(Tomlinson, p. 9).

During my surveys and interviews, the controversial
question of authentic materials was raised. Whether
they should be promoted at DTU deserves careful con-
sideration. Since communicative competence, which
almost by definition includes the use of authentic 
materials (Canale and Swain), is DTU’s intention, there
seems to be a gap in our curriculum: There is a discrep-
ancy between the goal of communicative competence
and the reality of the teaching situation. Exacerbating
the problem is the fact that it is difficult to decide
whether to use authentic materials with poorly 
performing students.
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New ideas about communicative competence devel-
oped by Alptekin,which challenge the traditional notion
put forth by Canale and Swain, might help DTU make a
decision. To him, the view of communicative compe-
tence, with its standardized native speaker norms in
both language and culture, is utopian, unrealistic, and
constraining. As he argues,English is used in Vietnam for
“instrumental reasons such as professional contacts, aca-
demic studies, and commercial pursuits” (p. 61). The
milieu where these activities take place in English is

Vietnam, not an English-speaking country. The interac-
tion involves both native speakers and Vietnamese as
well as non-native speakers and Vietnamese. Therefore,
there is no point in learning situations which may hap-
pen only in native-speaking countries. In addition, to
Alptekin the traditional definition restricts learner and
teacher autonomy. Language “which is real for native
speakers is not likely to be real for non-native speakers”
(p. 61). He suggests that language be localized within a
particular discourse. Furthermore, learners’ own 
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Genera l  Subjec ts Cred i ts Language Subjects Cred i ts

Envi ronment  & Peop le 3 FIRST THREE SEMESTERS
Computer  Science Basics 6
Marxis t-Leninis t  Economics 5 Speech Tra in ing 6
Socia l ism Study 4 Lis ten ing 8
Hist .  o f  VNese Communist  Par ty 4 Speak ing 9  
Marxis t-Leninis t  Phi losophy 5 Read ing 9
Introduct ion to Linguist ics 3 Wr i t ing 9
History of  World Civi l i za t ion 2 Grammar 9
Vie tnamese Language 3
Vietnamese Cul ture Basics 3 LAST FIVE SEMESTERS
Fundamental  Vie tnamese Laws 2

Bri t ish Civ i l i za t ion 3
Othe r Phonet ics & Phonology 3

Syn tax 3
Nat ional  Defense Educat ion (4 weeks) News in br ie f  t ransla t ion 1 1
Physica l  Educat ion 5 Advanced Speaking 2
Graduat ion Examinat ion 1 0 Morphology 3
Graduat ion Paper 2 0 Lis ten ing 1 4

Speak ing 1 3
Read ing 1 3
Wri t ing 1 4
Transla t ion Theory 3
Pract ice on Transla t ion 1 4
French 1 6
Advanced Grammar 6
Elec t ives 1 2
•  Wri t ing Business Let ters
• Wri t ing Repor ts & Specia l  Documents
• Engl ish for  Comput ing

•  Industr ia l  Market ing

       



cultures should not be ignored. To achieve this end, in
terms of materials development and for the sake of moti-
vating students and enhancing their language learning
experience, he believes the instructional materials and
activities should be based on indigenous features that
bear resemblance and relevance to learners’ lives.
Discourse samples in materials should reflect interac-
tion between non-native and non-native speakers as well
as native and non-native speakers. Following his argu-
ment, what is required at DTU is “semi-authentic” mate-
rials for pedagogical purposes in a non-authentic situa-
tion,and authentic materials reflecting non-native speak-
ers’ communication in a specific field—for instance,
business letters between a Vietnamese vendor and a
Chinese customer.

My survey also revealed, though, that DTU English
teachers are not willing to participate in materials devel-
opment, as some claimed it is not their responsibility.
Criteria used by different teachers were too diverse
within the overall program. Additionally, the teacher in
charge of materials selection was not encouraged with
either time or money for her efforts, and so did not have
enough time and energy to invest in the task.

Program Evaluation

In order to judge the effectiveness and efficiency of
curriculum, evaluation is crucial. For a private universi-
ty,curriculum evaluation plays a double role in the sense
that it can truthfully tell people about the university in
order to build up its reputation. Since the objectives of
the current curriculum for English major students at
DTU are very general and vague, and since no needs
analyses have been conducted so far, it is not easy to
evaluate our curriculum properly. This is because cur-
riculum evaluation must be based on all the interwoven
elements, including needs analysis, goals and objectives,
teaching, learning, and other factors (Brown; Richards).

I have been working at DTU for seven years, but to
date I have witnessed no comprehensive or systematic
curriculum evaluation. What has been done is an evalu-
ation via student surveys at the end of every school year,
but this has proven meaningless since student 

comments are not taken seriously and teachers do not
discuss the results. There is no complete evaluation at
the conclusion of the four-year program. During teach-
ers’monthly meetings, issues of the sort I have discussed
in this article have been raised, but so far no plans or
proposed solutions have been considered. The purpose
of evaluation is to promote ongoing reflection and
review of curriculum so as to make adjustments and
improvements (Richards; Brown). Yet following the 
current path, no improvement at all would be made at
DTU no matter how often the end-of-year surveys 
are conducted.

In terms of the audience for curriculum evaluation,
in our case only insiders—teachers and students— par-
ticipate in the process. The evaluation would no doubt
be more objective if outsiders such as education
experts, consultants, inspectors, and prospective
employers were invited to take part. The static-charac-
teristic approach to curriculum evaluation (examined
by Brown), with its emphasis on accreditation, is worth
considering in the sense that it would help DTU confirm
its position among universities nationwide. In Vietnam,
there is a long-held belief that private universities are
much worse than state universities from all perspec-
tives. This leads to unpleasant feelings associated with
being identified as either a teacher or a student at a pri-
vate university. In fact, there is no evidence that all state
universities are better than all private ones in every
aspect of teaching and learning. Every university has its
particular strengths and weaknesses. If the elements
mentioned by Brown—including the number of library
books, the number and types of degrees held by the fac-
ulty, the student-to-teacher ratio, learning facilities, budg-
et, and course transferability—were to be inspected and
evaluated by outside experts, the prestige of DTU would
be deservedly higher.

Conclusion

As a result of my surveys and interviews, I conclud-
ed that Duy Tan University needs a more appropriate
process for curriculum development. Needs analysis is
the most crucial of the steps examined because the
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I have been working at DTU for seven years, but to date I have 
witnessed no comprehensive or systematic curriculum evaluation.

       



other steps are based on it. At DTU, this should be car-
ried out on a larger scale and involve all stakeholders:
students, alumni, teachers, academic administrators, out-
side educational experts,and local employers. Academic
administrators must consider the real needs of students
and not only ask their opinions merely “for fun.” A quan-
titative survey would likely be useful in that it would
allow all students to have a voice, as is their right
(Benesch). The results of such a quantitative study
would be helpful in further interpreting my data and
suggesting  specific possible changes. Getting informa-
tion from a variety of sources also means that more
extensive consultation, negotiation, and compromise
would be needed. More opportunities for training and
professional development should be provided to the
teaching staff.

Apart from needs analysis and goal-setting, materials
development, teaching methodology, and aspects of
assessment (testing) should be addressed more compre-
hensively and systematically. We should get all our teach-
ers involved in materials selection because they “may be
more willing to use the materials if they have some say
in their development” (Brown, p. 62). And the teachers
should be paid for these efforts!  In order for the mate-
rials to be career-focused and learner-centered, they
must be based on real work environments. Grognet sug-
gests that educators go to the workplace to see the jobs
performed and the language used on the jobs. Written
materials used in the workplace or in a particular occu-
pation, such as manuals, memos, office forms, and busi-
ness letters should be collected and analyzed for lin-
guistic difficulty and common characteristics. This
would help teachers produce authentic materials which
take into account the practices of local contexts.

Moreover, the process of program evaluation should
be both formative and summative. At the end of the
entire course (eight semesters), a summative evaluation
should be conducted with the participation of insiders
and outsiders alike. The curriculum should be accredit-
ed by external people, institutions, and organizations to
increase the objectivity of the evaluation. This is of great
importance for any private university that wants to
make sure of the quality of its teaching and training.
Most importantly, the curriculum should be more pro-
fession-based or ESP-focused. The systematic approach
to designing and maintaining language curriculum sug-
gested by Brown might serve as a guide (p. 20).

In the future, it is hoped that DTU will recruit stu-
dents with higher entrance marks. It is often better to
teach students with prior backgrounds and higher 

proficiency levels. Recruiting students of better quality
can increase the quality and build up the heritage of our
university. If the university is ready to take the risk of
short-term financial problems, there would be a better
chance for it to make more money in the future when its
reputation is higher and its position confirmed among
universities nationwide. The changes I have suggested
regarding the English major curriculum could help Duy
Tan University make a name for itself. Such an initiative
would also involve collaborative work across 
faculties and thus promote a more integrative curricu-
lum. The best result of all would be the increased learn-
ing taking place, and that, after all, is what education is
all about. n
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Resource Bulletin Board

Learning to Write

Joel Wells, M.A.

Boardman, Cynthia A., and Jia Frydenberg.
Writing to Communicate: Paragraphs and Essays.
Second Edition.  Pearson, 2002.  ISBN# 0-13-
027254-X.

Communication is the reason people learn and use lan-
guage. However, this goal is sometimes lost in the effort
to master written English. Writing to Communicate,
takes some very intentional steps to see that this goal is
not sidelined. The book is divided into two main sec-
tions. First, there are five chapters that solidify the fun-
damentals of crafting a solid paragraph. The remaining
chapters transition into essay-writing and examine sev-
eral types of essays.

In the first section, the authors stress the 
importance of approaching writing as a process, from
assessing the assignment and generating ideas to 
revising and editing and writing a final draft. They also
present key components of good writing such as coher-
ence and unity, and touch on one or two grammatical or
structural points per chapter. In this area, they move
from basic problems to more advanced issues, and addi-
tionally examine several simple but surprisingly 
common sentence errors including fragments, run-ons,
and comma splices.

After a chapter that walks learners through the sim-
ilarities and differences between paragraphs and essays,

Writing to Communicate continues with a chapter
devoted to thesis statements, a much-needed but too-
often-neglected focus. The remaining chapters deal with
introductory paragraphs and various essay genres, such
as process essays and compare-and-contrast essays.

Teachers will find this book incredibly easy to teach.
The layout flows well throughout each chapter, and the
material is sequenced appropriately to draw learners
along through the process.

Despite all the positives found in Writing to
Communicate, there are some things lacking. There is
not much recycling of concepts to provide the review or
reinforcement necessary for learners. Similarly, there are
not a lot of practice exercises for the grammar and syn-
tax points covered. Chapters whose materials concen-
trate on culture-bound themes more appropriate for an
ESL context would have to be adapted or supplemented
in EFL settings, but this problem is not insurmountable.
All in all,Writing to Communicate is to an excellent pri-
mary text for establishing the fundamentals of writing
good essays.

Folse, Keith S., April Muchmore-Vokuon, and
Elena Vestri Solomon.  Great Paragraphs: An
Introduction to Writing Paragraphs. Houghton
Mifflin, 1999.  ISBN# 0-618-11467-X.

As you might expect from reading the title of this
book, Great Paragraphs focuses almost exclusively on
preparing learners to compose paragraphs. It is target-
ed at intermediate learners, but could be used with low
beginners or as a refresher for low-advanced students.
One of the strengths of this book is that there are many
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sample or model paragraphs for learners to study, imi-
tate, or correct. In addition, at least one grammar point
and practice exercise are included in each chapter.

Each chapter is clearly headlined with a learning
goal and a language focus. For example, Unit 1 has the
goal,“To learn the three main features of a paragraph,”
and the language focus,“Identifying verbs in sentences.”

Great Paragraphs is divided into three main sec-
tions. The first section looks at general structures pres-
ent in all paragraphs, as well as how to generate ideas
and material for composition. If you are working with
higher-level learners, the material in this section can be
covered rather quickly.

Section two presents five different types of para-
graphs, then introduces some basics of essay construc-
tion. The units are distinct enough that they can be cov-
ered in any order or selectively. The types of paragraphs
include definition, process analysis, descriptive, opinion,
and narrative. The final unit in this section introduces
essays by comparing and contrasting them to paragraphs.

The third section contains several appendices with
extra practice for various structures as well as a good

presentation and model of a process approach to writ-
ing. The writing process is clearly outlined and students
can refer to this appendix at any time to refresh their
understanding of how to approach new assignments.
The grammar and punctuation appendices have many
practice activities that can be useful for review or as
quick starter activities, though a lack of sentence-
combining exercises is a major gap. Another useful
appendix is the one containing peer editing forms.
These help guide learners through the revising and edit-
ing stages and encourage them to work together to
catch errors that a lone writer may not see.

In summary, what stands out most about Great
Paragraphs is the sheer volume of example paragraphs,
and these make this book a treasure trove for any
teacher of intermediate writing.

Joel Wells (M.A., Intercultural Studies/TESOL, Wheaton
College) has contributed lesson plans and Internet
reviews to past issues of Teacher’s Edition. He has
taught English in China and Vietnam, and is current-
ly teaching at Harper College near Chicago.

If you had a boat and
could sail anywhere in the
world, where would you
go?  Why?  Discuss with a
partner.

Many of the boats here
are used for recreation. In
a small group, talk about
your favorite vacation and
leisure activities.

What business might you
begin with a boat?
Outline a plan to per-
suade an investor to loan
you start-up funds.

Spot Photo
Give this photo and exercise suggestions to students desiring extra 
practice, use it in tutoring situations, or collect it and other photos
for classroom use.
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