
Many language teachers from Vietnam, Korea, China, and
other parts of Asia are currently studying for further
qualifications at universities in native-speaking coun-
tries. During this time, their beliefs about language
teaching and learning expand as they evaluate new ideas
in light of their previous beliefs and experiences.

Richards and Lockhart identify six sources of influ-
ence on teacher beliefs: experience as language learn-
ers,experience of what works best,established practice,
personality factors, educationally based or research-
based principles, and principles derived from an
approach or method. Beginning from this framework,
this article shows how one teacher’s beliefs about sec-
ond language teaching and learning expanded from her
experience as a language learner and teacher to include
what she learned and read in her academic studies.
Specifically, she talks about the role of a language
teacher and about how languages are learned. Her terti-
ary education was undertaken in three different coun-
tries: Vietnam for most of her undergraduate study;
Russia, where she spent a year as part of her Russian
degree program; and most recently, New Zealand, where
she is enrolled in a master’s programme in Language
Teaching. In Vietnam, she taught Russian and English at
two universities. In what follows, her comments and
reflections are reported in italics, interwoven with a
review of the literature.

The Role of a Teacher

The saying,“Without a teacher you cannot do any-
thing successfully,” reflects attitudes and beliefs about
learning in Vietnam. As Phan expresses it: “Learners
have to respect and love their teachers, especially the
teachers who teach the language” (p. 223). Teachers are
considered indispensable in the learning process, to the
point where they may be “overly concerned with stu-
dents and colleagues’ expectations, and worried about a
loss of control and a loss of respect if they attempt to

make alterations to what they are doing” (Pham, p. 23).
Brownrigg contrasts Eastern philosophy, which “places
the teacher in a position of absolute authority,”with the
attitudes of Western tertiary teachers who “encourage
their students to think and learn independently, as well
as to develop analytical and questioning abilities” (p. 4).
The word for “to learn” in Vietnamese has no other
meaning but “to imitate.”

Despite exposure to outside influences during and
after the period of colonisation, the Vietnamese belief in
the indispensable role of teachers in learning, and in
students’ unquestioning acceptance of information 
presented by them, remains at the core of the
Vietnamese education system even at the tertiary level
(Le). Two aspects of the teacher’s role illustrate this sta-
tus: the teaching of grammar and the correction of
learners’ errors.

Teaching Grammar

Of all the information transmitted by teachers to
learners, information about language (or explicit gram-
mar teaching) is one of the most valued. Comments
from parents, such as “My child isn’t learning grammar
rules in your class”(Lewis,p.5), and from teachers, such
as “I was happy when they asked me questions related
to the English grammar” (Li, p. 686), reflect Vietnamese
and Korean attitudes to the learning of grammar.

The style of teaching I was exposed to as a language
learner at high school and university was very formal
and teacher-centred, with programme content being
prescriptive and inflexible, the focus being on gram-
mar, vocabulary, and pronunciation. Based on this
experience I used to believe that grammar was lan-
guage, with vocabulary thrown in to provide the raw
material for structure. This belief is common through-
out the Asian education community.
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In Western countries, the “debate about the extent
to which explicit rule knowledge shapes learners’
underlying L2 linguistic competence” (Lightbown, p.
446) has been active since the early days of
Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) in the 1970s.
There is evidence to support the idea that formal
instruction helps students understand the workings of a
second language (Borg, p. 159). Ellis’s Interface
Hypothesis argues that “the kind of explicit knowledge
which typically results from formal grammar instruction
can convert, through practice, into the kind of implicit
knowledge that is required for use in communication”
(p. 48). Recently Ellis has also suggested that practice
alone is insufficient for learners to master the forms of a
new language. Rather, he makes a case for conscious-
ness-raising, which he sees as “an approach that accords
with progressive views about education as a process of
discovery through problem-solving tasks” (p. 173). In
consciousness-raising, learners discover “rules” in vari-
ous ways via data which is supplied to them.

While I still believe that grammar has an important
role to play in the learning and teaching of an L2, my
perceptions of its degree of importance and how it
should be taught have changed somewhat. However,
despite what I have learned, I still believe that the
teaching of grammar alongside naturalistic learning
experiences enhances the capability of the learner 
to both function in the L2 and acquire further 
competency.

Also, drawing on my own experience of teaching
Russian and English in Vietnam, my pragmatic per-
spective is that an L2 programme without a grammar
component would simply not be considered credible
by either teachers or students, so deeply embedded is
grammar dependency in the learning culture.

Correcting Learners’ Errors

Another role of a language teacher in Vietnam, and
one that grows from the emphasis on grammar, is to
notice and draw attention to all students’ language errors.

As a teacher, I believed, along with my colleagues, that
it was both our task and duty to pass our knowledge
directly to our students. Errors were corrected imme-
diately and never passed over, being seen as the fault
of lazy or incompetent students. The idea of errors

being anything other than something to be ashamed
of was, in every sense, a foreign one. Technical accu-
racy, not communication, was the focus of the learn-
ing environment.

I used to think of errors as simply any deviation from
the required standard. The desire to correct errors as
they occur was a natural result of a teaching system
constructed around the imparting of explicit knowl-
edge. It overlooked the value of errors to the teacher as
a source of implicit diagnostic information. But then
I started learning about the distinction between errors
and mistakes.

Ellis summarises the distinction between errors and
mistakes, with errors resulting from a lack of knowledge
and mistakes being occasional lapses such as native
speakers also make (p. 51). Therefore, errors add to our
understanding of the second language learning process.
They are “an important source of information about L2
acquisition, because they demonstrate conclusively that
learners do not simply memorise TL (target language)
rules and then reproduce them in their own utterances.
They indicate that learners construct their own rules on
the basic of input data, and that in some instances at
least these rules differ from those of the TL” (Ellis, p. 9).

Our emphasis on the mechanics of language tended to
make us forget the purpose of language, which is to
communicate ideas, concepts and feelings. To commu-
nicate effectively requires a degree of confidence on
the part of the communicator, and the critical nature
of the Vietnamese classroom environment was not one
that encouraged learners to try their imperfect lan-
guage skills before teachers and peers. Students in
Vietnam were at their most comfortable when regur-
gitating verbatim what they had been taught by their
teachers, and were reticent when called upon to make
their own statements in their own words, particularly
when asked to give opinions not facts.

I see now that through the application of error analy-
sis it is possible to identify, describe, explain, and eval-
uate errors, making positive use of what I previously
believed to be a totally negative reflection of student
learning. Whereas in the past I believed that correction
of errors was the only possible response, I now see that
error detection provides opportunities for feedback
(cognitive and affective) and repair.
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Second Language Acquisition

In the second part of this article, we discuss three
common themes in courses on Second Language
Acquisition: factors that lead to success in language
learning, the role of the first language, and formal versus
informal language learning 

Factors for Success

I had definite ideas about what led to successful sec-
ond language learning. The personal success factors
were, I believed, only two: intelligence and motivation.
This belief has been broadened.

Ellis acknowledges that “intelligence may be a pow-
erful predictor of success in classroom L2 acquisition,
particularly when this consists of formal teaching meth-
ods,”but that this is much less so in naturalistic L2 acqui-
sition,“when knowledge is developed through learning
how to communicate in the TL” (p. 111). He also notes
that the effects of intelligence are limited to the rate and
success of L2 acquisition and that there is no evidence
to support the idea that intelligence affects the route of
acquisition evident in spontaneous language use.

Motivation is more complex than I realised, being
instrumental, integrative, resultative and intrinsic.
As well as intelligence and motivation, I am now
aware that language aptitude is dependent on other
factors, such as phonetic coding ability, grammar sen-
sitivity, inductive language learning ability, and rote
learning ability.

The Role of the First Language

In the early days of communicative language teach-
ing, some interpretations seemed to imply that the first
language should not be part of the language classroom.
Studies show that this is not necessarily the case. Helms-
Park compared Vietnamese and Hindi-Urdu learners of
English as an L2 and found that the Vietnamese subjects
scored better at elementary and intermediate levels than

their Hindi-Urdu counterparts for the production of per-
iphrastic causatives. This “was attributed to the avail-
ability of a translation equivalent” construction available
to Vietnamese but not to Hindi-Urdu learners, due to dif-
ferent L1 structural rules (p. 92). However, dependence
on the first language can inhibit L2 acquisition. In learn-
ing a first language, people learn a set of new habits to
respond to stimuli in their environment. In L2 learning,
“however, we run into problems: we already have a set
of well-established responses in our mother tongue. The
L2 learning process therefore involves replacing those
habits by a set of new ones” (Mitchell and Myles, p. 24).

A belief in the importance of L1 in second language
learning and teaching was based on my experience of
the use of Vietnamese language in all classroom teach-
ing by both teachers and students, especially when
teaching grammar or explaining abstract concepts. To
teach L2 without the L1 playing a central role was
unimaginable. The second language was a channel
through which the first language was able to be 
“filtered” in order to communicate.

A study that I conducted recently among university
students in Vietnam demonstrated this point. Students
translated questions in English into Vietnamese,
answered them in Vietnamese and then translated
these answers back into English.

Vygotsky’s sociocultural view of language as a tool
for thought supports the concept of the use by learners
of L1 as an internalised tool to help them to make sense
of structures,content,and meaning of the L2 (Upton and
Lee-Thompson).

In my opinion the use of first language in L2 teaching
definitely has a place. It can be useful in saving time
when explaining abstract concepts, vocabulary, or
complicated linguistic features, or as a base on which
to develop L2 concepts. However, I am also aware that
overly strong retention of the L1 habits can result in
two major negative outcomes: negative transfer, in
which L1 usage is integrated into L2 practice, and
avoidance, in which L2 structures and usage that 
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conflict with or are nonexistent in the L1 are avoided
in use (Ellis).

Formal and Informal Learning

A third area of interest was the distinction between
formal and informal language learning.

In Vietnam I firmly believed that learning took place
only in the classroom and that it could do so only
under the direction and control of a qualified teacher.

Much L2 learning occurs in informal,unplanned imi-
tation and use in real communication settings (Stern).
The belief that L2 acquisition is a natural process is sup-
ported by the Acculturation Model (Schumann) and the
Social Identity Theory (Peirce), which promote the con-
cept that people acquire an L2 through the process of
acculturation or integration into an L2 culture.
Acquiring the L2 occurs by engaging in and practising
L2 communication in everyday living situations. Other
informal learning occurs through recreational reading
outside the classroom environment. This is supported
by research carried by Day, Omura, and Hiramatsu on
foreign students’ acquisition of target vocabulary
through reading.

As a result of my studies many of my beliefs have been
demolished or greatly modified. The belief that L2
learning takes place exclusively in the classroom is
one that in hindsight I am surprised I ever held at all.
The fact that people acquire second language compe-
tency totally independent of any teacher input is obvi-
ous when one reflects upon language competencies
required (and acquired) for international trade and
travel over the centuries. I have become very aware of
just how limiting it is for L2 teachers to see the class-
room as the only source of learning.

Some studies show that even within the classroom
there can be opportunities for incidental learning.
Formmer advocates “exposing students to a larger quan-
tities of texts, images, and authentic materials, increasing
time on task in an efficient way,and allowing students to
assume responsibility for their own learning” (in Hadley,
p. 211).

To a teacher from the traditional Vietnamese educa-
tion system, the suggestion that they be flexible and
responsive, use other than prescribed texts, and give

students responsibility for their own learning is radi-
cal, to say the least. As noted, the form of the language
(grammar, vocabulary, and pronunciation) has been
held to be central to the teaching of L2.

Looking Ahead

So far this article has shown a change in one
teacher’s thinking as a result of combining theory with
previous experiences of language learning and teaching.
How will this affect her future practice?

Instead of a teacher-dominated learning environment,
I would strive to develop one that is more informal
and interactive. Rigid seating arrangements which
have set the students in regimented rows confronting
the teacher would be replaced by a more flexible
arrangement, allowing for communication not only
between teacher and student but between students
carrying out discussion and group work (Ellis). I see
my role in the learning environment now as a facili-
tator of learning, not as the source of knowledge, a
partner rather than a director in the learning process
(Harmer).

Learning would not take place only in the classroom.
While it remains the primary point of interface
between student and teacher, much of the real learn-
ing takes place beyond the academic walls. Situations
will be sought out to provide opportunities for expo-
sure to real-life L2 experiences in non-threatening set-
tings, such as informal visits by L2 speakers; interna-
tional correspondence and e-mail exchanges; the
Internet; current newspapers, articles, radio and tele-
vision programmes; and self-initiated contacts
(Hadley). In Vietnam, resources available to universi-
ties are limited, so the establishment of linkages with
youth and other organisations and through clubs for
L2 students would be explored. The clubs that I visu-
alise would, unlike the unsuccessful, teacher-dominat-
ed organisations of the past, be student-owned and
run. These would provide a venue for the practice of
L2 and, through its networks, opportunities for
employment and L2 practice as tourist guides.

Incidental learning through the encouragement of
reading for pleasure would be an integral part of any
programme that I taught, as would guided extensive
reading. Students would be encouraged to seek 

Teacher’s Edition — 35 —         September 2003



out much of their own reading rather than have it all
prescribed; guidance rather than direction would be
my role in selecting their material.

In teaching grammar, I would use both inductive and
deductive approaches, where previously I used only
the deductive approach. My approach to errors in stu-
dent work would be one of analysis and support,
rather than, as in the past, simply correcting. I would
draw on my skills in error analysis to undertake,
where appropriate, cognitive and affective feedback
and repair, raising the awareness of the value of error
detection and supporting the development and
improvement of the learner’s L2 skills rather than
blaming them for their perceived failure (Schmidt). I
would adapt and implement Vygotsky’s model of using
peer dialogue to move students from other-regulation
to self-regulation. Rather than focusing on errors I
would make a point of noticing and drawing out the
positive, be it original thought or an opportunity to
make a teaching point from student input, seizing on
the teachable moment.

Whereas in the past I taught almost exclusively using
the Vietnamese language, I would endeavour to use L2
more in my teaching, encouraging students to adopt
L2 patterns and thinking rather than jumping from
one to the other with the inherent risk of negative
transfer. Regular use of L2 in the learning process will
also develop confidence and, with the growth of confi-
dence and familiarity, the avoidance of using L2 struc-
tures should decrease. The use of audiotapes for self
and peer assessment of spoken L2 I also see as being a
useful strategy. Speaking to a microphone can be less
threatening than direct communication for students
who place a high value on “face,” and provides oppor-
tunity for individuals to review their own perform-
ance. Keeping a journal of their learning experiences
would serve both to provide students with practice in
written communication, as well as enabling the writ-
ers to monitor and review their progress.

Conclusion

This article summarises the developing beliefs of a
teacher who had taught languages for nine years, was
respected by peers and students, and had been recog-
nised by her university through promotion and travel
opportunities. She now believes that her content

knowledge in the field of language learning and teaching
was restricted, since she had been taught how to teach
languages, but did not know how people learned them.

With her knowledge of L2 acquisition theory she is
now ready to approach her teaching from the position
of a partner in learning, where students are on a learn-
ing path. She looks forward to walking with them as a
guide, rather, than as before, waiting at the end of the
road calling instructions to them. n
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Resource Bulletin Board

The Internet for 

EFL Students

www.english-at-home.com This site can help stu-
dents with tips in areas including grammar, verbs, vocab-
ulary, speaking games (such as one on complaining), and
self-tests. There is also a free e-mail newsletter.

www.english-zone.com Here is another useful site
for students, with resources addressing areas such as
reading, writing, study skills, idioms, and conversation
games (check out “The Evil Lady Conversation Maze”).
The section for teachers includes printable worksheets,
software reviews, and activity ideas.

www.1-language.com This Korea-based EFL site
includes grammar resources, flash cards and online
“flash games,” a job center, worksheets in phonics and
writing, and a “World Factbook” with maps, flags, and
data for every country in the world.

vietnam.englishclub.com/index.html The Vietnam
English Club is a subset of the larger, U.K.-based English
Club Website, so its full range of helps and resources for
students and teachers is not necessarily specific to
Vietnam. But it does feature a Vietnam-specific forum,
links (only a fledgling list when visited), and news from
around Southeast Asia. Its monthly e-newsletter ESL
Progress! is offered free when you register for the site.

www.idiomsite.com This fun Website gives informa-
tion on the origins of various idioms, which are listed in
alphabetical order. The list is by no means complete,and
there is nothing else here, but your students may enjoy
stopping by this site now and again.

www.antimoon.com This Poland-based site for
English learners focuses on learning strategies and tools
rather than the usual assortment of exercises and activi-
ties. For example, there is a section on “Successful
Learning” with stories and reflections by individuals
who have mastered English. There are also articles with
intriguing titles such as, “Why We Don’t Like English
Classes.” A discussion forum follows threads, including
the ever-popular “I’m not good at spoken English.”


