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CONTEXT

This conference was the fourth in a series which started at the Asian Institute of Technology 
(AIT) in Thailand in 1993. That conference led to the publication of a book called Language 
and Development - Teachers in a Changing World (Kenny and Savage, 1997), and to 
subsequent conferences in Bali, Indonesia and in Langkawi, Malaysia. The Hanoi conference 
had first been proposed at the end of the 1993 conference, so this event was in one sense the 
culmination of a six-year journey for many of us, including Vietnamese colleagues involved 
in the two conferences. Like all previous conferences, this one was co-sponsored by several 
organizations: the Ministry of Education and Training (MOET) Vietnam was the main host; 
the organization was the work of AIT's Center in Vietnam (AITCV), the Centre for British 
Teachers (CfBT), and the languages at AIT. Those of us who proposed this event at Langkawi 
might never have done so had we spent more time in Vietnam working in partnership with 
MOET; suffice to say that very few truly international conferences have been held in 
Vietnam, and that our MOET colleagues had a very different understanding of what an 
academic conference was. That we were able to overcome these differences and hold what 
was by common consent a very successful conference is a source of pride. As colleagues 
working on educational development projects in Hanoi commented, this was a learning 
opportunity for the Ministry. It was a shame therefore that our Ministry partners chose not to 
spend more time at the conference learning and contributing (like the rest of us). That more 
than 70 Vietnamese colleagues did do so, and that most of those were teacher educators at 
universities throughout Vietnam, ensures that the conference will have an effect well beyond 
those three days.  
 
What will that effect be? The emergent field of language and development, which looks at 
language policy and planning issues against a background of cultural, economic, political and 
social concerns on national and international stages, and from a diversity of intellectual 
perspectives, is relatively new to Vietnam. This was reflected in the relatively small numbers 
of local colleagues presenting. Many of the proposals submitted for this conference by 
Vietnamese scholars were not considered appropriate here because they did not address these 
broader contextual issues; a majority of Vietnamese presenters did so with non-Vietnamese co-
presenters, typically working within the context of English language teaching projects. What 
was most striking for me, however, was the level of engagement by all Vietnamese scholars in 
discussions in all fora throughout the conference. Networks were built and augmented, and as 
one colleague noted, perhaps a discourse community is starting to emerge, one in which 
Vietnamese scholars will also be playing a prominent role.  
 
Who participated? Of the 220 registered participants, almost a third were Vietnamese; more 
than 100 came from countries in the region, notably Laos, Cambodia and Malaysia (although, 
perplexingly, not Thailand). Well over three-quarters were working in the region. Twenty-five 
colleagues were American, with approximately equal numbers from the UK and Australia: 
many of the participants from these countries have been working long-term in the region, and 
have attended one or more previous conference. Altogether, 25 countries were represented, 
including Cambodia, Lao, Uzbekistan, Albania and Nepal. As at previous conferences, these 
participants represented a diversity of organizations: most local colleagues were affiliated to 
local universities, but many also worked for development projects in various capacities 
(interpreters, translators, teachers, human resource managers, or negotiators); volunteer 
organizations were well represented, as were organizations such as the British Council, the 
Centre for British Teachers, the Summer Institute of Linguistics, the Indonesia Australia 
Language Foundation, and academics from universities around the world.  
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The conference, which took the theme of interaction and partnership, was predicated on the 
assumption that professionals working in various capacities in development have perspectives 
and competencies which are valuable to others working within the same field, and that we 
need to find ways of listening to and learning from each other.  
 
The stated aims of this conference were: 

1.  To strengthen and broaden networks of practitioners and researchers involved with 
language teaching and learning in development projects. 

2.  To provide a forum for the exchange of ideas and dissemination of information on 
practical applications of language learning and teaching research in development 
contexts.  

3.  To promote partnerships and interaction between development professionals and 
language education specialists. 

As with previous conferences, we asked for proposals under a broad range of categories, and 
the presentations at the conference reflected that diversity. The categories were broad, and not 
intended to be restrictive, and in grouping papers we intended to enable participants to follow 
particular themes throughout the conference. The largest theme, educational approaches, 
reflected the issue of transferability across contexts, one of critical importance to many 
colleagues working in Vietnam. Two plenary speakers (Diane Larsen-Freeman and Le Van 
Canh) offered diverse perspectives on this issue. Larsen-Freeman argued against the export of 
ready-made pedagogical practices, drawing extensively on evidence from Vietnam that 
concepts of particular methods - notably communicative methods - change their meanings 
when transferred, reflecting a contextual instantiation. Canh appeared to take a different 
stance in arguing against the communicative method by defining eloquently the characteristics 
of the local educational culture which militate against the wholesale adoption of 
communicative language teaching. But he also was arguing for contextual sensitivity, as much 
as for a more contestable cultural sensitivity.  
 
Other major themes were development projects, project management, facilitating change, and 
teacher education. Personally, I felt that the most significant development at this conference 
was the large number of presenters talking on issues of local languages and literacy; in 
common with several other aspects of this conference, minority language education is a 
sensitive subject in Vietnam (Hmong and Thai people, among others, collaborated with the 
Americans against Hanoi during the war), although none of the papers here addressed this 
issue in a Vietnamese context. I was disappointed by the small number of papers which 
addressed the use of technology in education and development, and similarly the lack of 
interest in discourse in development.  
 
The final major category was language and development itself, a reflection of the continuing 
need to define what the field is, and whether its claim to be a field has merit. Three of the five 
plenary speakers (James Tollefson, Alastair Pennycook and Numa Markee) addressed issues 
which contributed to the continuing definition of the field. Tollefson used the context of 
immigrant language education in the US to critique what he called standard language 
ideology, arguing the case for participatory educational approaches. Markee ambitiously 
attempted to define the field of language and development from a change management 
perspective. Pennycook, in the opening plenary, argued the need for an ethical response to 
language and development issues, arguing not for appropriateness, but for appropriability as 
an ethical response to questions posed by contextual dilemmas. Again, throughout all these 
plenaries, the common theme was the need for greater awareness of contextual variation, and 
for teaching and research methodologies which account for such variation and attempt to 
explain it. 
 
An instantiation of Pennycook's interests in the ethics of language and development was to 
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have been addressed by Denley Pike and Leon Devine, whose paper, ironically, was one of 
two papers withdrawn at MOET's request the day before the conference. Pike and Devine 
argued that 

Development conferences, like development projects, also may have 
questionable outcomes, because they have a tendency to develop lives of their 
own serving internal realities rather than effecting change in the world outside 
themselves, this despite logical frameworks, rational designs, clearly specified 
aims and good intentions. This separate-world status is achieved through 
creating their own common sense and taken-for-grantedness. In Fairclough's 
terms, they construct a tacitly accepted "natural" world of shared but implicit 
assumptions and expectations, which are rarely explicitly examined or 
questioned. 

So what was the purpose of our meeting like this to talk about these matters? This challenge, 
apparently mischievous, was serious, and goes to the heart of the ethical dilemmas Pennycook 
raised. How could we talk about development whilst charging a conference fee of $225, a fee 
which appeared to exclude most local participants (the event operated on a break-even basis. 
CfBT provided fee waivers for 40 participants, with international participants effectively 
subsidizing other local colleagues)? Could we justify using such a luxurious venue (easily - 
the Center had been built for the Francophone Summit, but was a government body as was 
MOET)? What relevance did this event have to teachers in schools in the Central Highlands of 
Vietnam? Was it simply another opportunity for a bunch of us to meet again? These questions 
make us uncomfortable, despite our reasonable, reasoned responses. In the end, however, this 
conference was worth holding because the people who came were overwhelmingly positive 
about the experience. Most importantly, these were teacher educators, project managers and 
staff, participants with the potential to effect educational change through their work at 
different levels in local and regional educational systems. 
 
The next conference will be held in Phnom Penh in 2001, to be hosted by local and 
international partners, including IDP of Australia and the University of Phnom Penh. A 
commitment was also made to holding the sixth conference in Tashkent, Uzbekistan, the first 
time the conference will have been held outside Southeast Asia. 
 
Selected conference proceedings will be available as a volume later this year. 
 
Jonathan Shaw 
Asian Institute of Technology 
jshaw@ait.ac.th  
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