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Abstract- The Vietnamese government has launched the National Foreign Language 2020 Project (Project 2020) since 2008 
with an ambitious aim of upgrading the language capability of its students so that by 2020 most students can use a foreign 
language (especially English) confidently in their daily communication. In order to implement that goal, thousands of 
language teachers have been asked to attend different teacher professional development (PD) courses to upgrade knowledge 
and renew teaching methods. Although teacher PD has been proved to be an important tool in implementing educational 
reforms or in imposing educational changes, and in Project 2020, much money has been invested in PD courses, the impact of 
these courses has been considered modest and the language capability of students does not seem to be much improved. 
This study, drawing on a case study conducted with primary English teachers who attended these courses in Vietnam,  
addresses  the reasons behind the limitations of these PD activities. Our argument holds that it is imperative to take into 
account the different teachers’ teaching contexts and circumstance and their practical experience in planning, organizing, 
management and delivery of all PD activities in order to achieve the desired outcome for these PD programs. The current PD 
courses which provide teachers with modern teaching methods developed most in developed countries, seem to fail to address 
these issues. Thus, many teachers, after attending the PD courses found it hard or even impossible to apply the new knowledge 
and skills in their teaching practices. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 
 
Teacher professional development (PD) has been 
proved to be an important tool in implementing 
educational reforms or in imposing educational 
changes. It is easy to understand why the National 
Foreign Language 2020 Project  (Project 2020) has 
identified teacher professional development is the key 
instrument for implementing its aim of upgrading the 
language capability for students. Many PD courses 
have been designed and carried out all over the 
country with the hope to boost the knowledge and 
modernize the teaching methods for English teachers, 
these are considered the key factors to improve the 
quality of English teaching in the country and to 
improve the language capability of the students 
accordingly. Nonetheless, the impact of these courses 
has been considered modest. 
This study was designed to investigate the reasons 
behind the limitations of these PD activities. It is a 
mixed method study involving a questionnaire 
answered by 2034 primary and 3003 secondary school 
English teachers and following-up interviews with 
selected participants. This article will focus only on 
the qualitative data immerging from open questions in 
the questionnaire answered by primary school English 
teachers and from 20 following-up interviews with 
primary school English teachers who attended PD 
courses in teaching methods. The results indicate that 
although the majority teachers appreciated the 
opportunity to sit in the PD courses to upgrade their 
teaching and be introduced new language teaching 

methods, many of them could not make use of the 
knowledge and skills they learnt when returning back 
to their teaching places. This issue is critical and 
needs close consideration to understand its reasons 
and to suggest feasible solutions to revise the PD 
programs. 
 
II. RESEARCH CONTEXT  
 
In 2008, The Vietnamese government launched the 
US$450 million National Foreign Language 2020 
Project (Project 2020) in order to ‘renovate thoroughly 
the tasks of teaching and learning foreign languages 
within the national educational system’ and to reach 
an ambitious aim of upgrading the language capability 
of its students so that by 2020 most students can use a 
foreign language (especially English) confidently in 
their daily communication [1]. That was considered a 
very ambitious aim, as at the starting point, the 
majority of higher school and college graduates who 
had studied English for seven or even 12 years could 
not communicate naturally in simple situations, and 
the majority of English teachers in the educational 
system were underqualified.  Nonetheless, the 
Vietnamese Ministry of Education and Training 
(MOET) understands the situation and decided to take 
the challenge. Upgrading teachers’ knowledge and 
renewing teaching and assessment methodologies was 
considered as pre-requisites for upgrading students’ 
language capability.  
In order to allocate appropriate professional 
development for teachers, MOET asked thousands of 
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English teachers all over the country to take a test. The 
test was prepared following the guidelines of the 
Common European Framework of Reference for 
Languages (CEFR), to check teachers’ four skills of 
reading, writing, speaking and listening. The released 
results were shocking when the majority teachers 
failed the test1. In Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City - the 
cities of the country’s highest academic standards - the 
pass rate were below 20%. In Hanoi, there were only 
18% of the taking-the-test-teachers have passed the 
B2 grade by 2011 [2]. In Ho Chi Minh city, only 
15.5% of 1,100 teachers passes the test [3]. The 
situation in less developed provinces was much worse, 
for example, in Ben Tre, a province in Mekong Delta’s 
area, out of 700 primary and secondary English 
teachers taking the test in 2011, only one teacher 
(0,14%) passed the B2 level [4]. Similarly, there were 
only two teachers in Dong Thap province passed the 
test. The pass rate of An Giang and Tien Giang was 
165/1500 and 90/900. According to Mr Nguyen Ngoc 
Hung, the Head of the Training Board for Project 
2020, 97% of the high school teachers and 93% of the 
lower level teachers in 30 cities and provinces did not 
pass the test. More profoundly, 17% of the primary 
school English teachers were only at A1 level, the 
lowest level of CEFR [5]. Not only was the quality of 
the majority of the teachers low, the teaching 
methodologies of them were also considered to be 
outdated, mainly by transmitting grammatical 
knowledge to students. These were considered the 
main reasons for the poor speaking and 
communication skills of Vietnamese students. 
When the majority of the teachers were not ‘up to the 
standard’, MOET decided to design different training 
courses and ask 12 different educational institutions in 
different areas all over the countries to run those 
courses for the unqualified teachers. The provincial 
authorities had to send the unqualified teachers in 
their provinces to these courses. Because of a large 
number of teachers who had to attend these courses, 
the courses were run all year round. The unqualified 
teachers had to attend one of them, either during their 
teaching time or in summer holiday; either 
intensively, far away from home, or attending the 
training during weekend and still teaching their 
normal class during the week. In other words, the 
unqualified teachers had no choice, but to follow the 
order of the authority to attend the training courses to 
upgrade their English and teaching skills. 
Two types of training were organized: English 
language training course (each course is 400 lessons of 
45 minutes each) and English teaching methods 
course (The course for secondary school teachers 
 

1 According to the Project 2020, higher school teachers 
need to reach C1 (the CEFR second highest level), 
elementary school teachers and secondary school teachers 
must achieve B2 (the CEFR third highest level). 

consists of 50 lessons, 45 minutes each; and the one 
organized for primary school teachers consists of 180 
lessons). The planning, organizing, management, 
delivery and evaluation of these two modules were 
done by authorities invited or selected by MOET.  
Teacher training and professional development is also 
considered as breaking through solution for the 
current situation of foreign language teaching and 
learning in Vietnam and around 30,000USD was to be 
spent on this training [1]. Now when the first two 
phases of the project is about to finish and also about 
two third of that amount has been spent, it is the time 
to look back to see how effective the PD program is. 
 
III. PD IN THE CONTEXT OF EDUCATIONAL 
REFORM  
 
PD is generally viewed as a continuous process that 
empower teachers’ competent and maturity 
throughout their careers [6], or to deepen their 
understanding of academic disciplines and 
pedagogical principles [7]. Although different 
researchers have different view about PD for teachers, 
most of them agree that PD for teachers must include 
both formal pre-service and in-service education and 
training and informal forms of learning conducted by 
the teachers themselves through self-study or 
networking with others [8-10]. PD is generally 
understood as a process of upgrading teachers’ 
knowledge and pedagogical principles in their 
teaching fields, and the final aim is to enhance the 
quality of teaching and learning. 
Teacher PD has been proved to be an important tool in 
implementing educational reforms or in imposing 
educational changes because teachers are the ones 
who implement the changing policy at the grassroots 
level [11]. The major role of the PD activities is to 
update the knowledge and teaching quality of the 
teachers, make them adaptable with the new 
requirements of educational reforms. There is 
definitely a direct link between the teachers’ capability 
to change and the innovation process [12]. Because of 
its important role in educational renovation, teacher 
PD has been attracted the attention of many 
governments all over the world in this changing 
context of innovation. PD is considered an effective 
tool to help the teacher change, and become more 
adaptable to the new requirements of the reforms [13, 
14]. 
The majority educational reforms expect the changes 
from the teachers, from reconsidering their teaching 
practices to reconstructing new classroom roles for 
both themselves and their students. Teachers are also 
expected to teach in a new way and to use a method 
/methods that they have not experienced before [15]. 
Apart from the expectation, educational reforms also 
create challenges for teachers by creating new 
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teaching context. The teachers must improve their 
teaching practices to keep up with the changes. 
Rechards and Farrel [16] suggest that both the 
expectation for changes and the challenges brought 
about by the changes have entailed the need for 
ongoing PD. Thus PD is considered as a vital factor 
positively contributing to the success of educational 
reforms. It is an essential part of improving school 
performance [17, 18]. Obviously teachers need to be 
properly trained to be able to implement the changes 
expected by the educational reform. 
How to provide properly PD training for teacher is an 
issue. Research has been suggesting different factors 
helping enhancing the PD training. First, in the 
context of an education reform, Fullan [19] suggests 
that the most decisive factor in implementing 
innovation is the support for the change. More 
specifically, Stephenson [20] claims that ‘institutional 
support for bottom-up innovation is as important as 
participant support for the top-down approach’. In 
other words, change will only occur in a supportive 
environment where all involved parties make a 
collaborative effort and develop some sense of 
ownership and accountability both in the PD process 
and then, in implementing the change. 
Teachers are the mature people who have practical 
experience in their teaching and who often understand 
their teaching context more than the trainer. Thus, 
teachers need to be seen as active participants in the 
process of their own professional growth. Some 
researchers argue that there is a need to develop a 
sense of ownerships in innovation for the teachers. In 
other words, teachers need to be empowered to be in 
charge of their PD [7, 17, 21, 22]. More specifically, 
Maggioli [23] suggests: ‘programs which involve 
participants in the planning, organizing, 
management, delivery and evaluation of all actions in 
which they are expected to participate have more 
chances of success than those planned using a 
top-down approach, where administrators make 
decisions in lieu of teachers’. 
Other researchers concern with providing meaningful 
PD that leads to sustained implementation of new 
teaching methods; and for them, who is the one 
planning, organizing, managing, delivering and 
evaluating of the PD activities is less important than 
how these activities are planned, organized, managed, 
delivered and evaluated [24, 25]. A meaningful PD, 
according to Barnett [15], is an on-going, quality PD 
that ‘is situated in their everyday instructional 
environment that provides opportunities to 
communicate, collaborate, and reflect on their 
teaching’. 
Collaboration, interactive and reflection is indeed 
important in teacher PD. Teachers appreciate the 
opportunities to discuss and reflect with other teachers 
about their teaching strategies and practices [26]. 

Teachers, especially the ones with more than ten year 
teaching time, often have rich experience, which is 
very useful to work on, to reflect, to discuss and to be 
used to develop practical lessons in PD. That is why 
Ketelaar [27] assures that teacher collaboration and 
reflection can play central role in the success of 
teacher PD.  
The PD instructor also needs to be sensitive to the need 
of the learners, who are normally more knowledgeable 
than the instructor in their own learning and teaching 
situation and who often know more than the instructor 
how the innovation can be functioned within their own 
teaching context [28]. Thus, Wolters argues that an 
effective PD should be run less of a one-way transfer of 
knowledge and more of a two-way exchange of ideas. 
In other words, the delivery of the PD content need to 
be participant-centered. Nonetheless this is easy said 
than done, especially in the context of Vietnam, where 
the majority of educational innovations are 
top-downed and the traditional teaching method is 
instructor-centered. This study is also designed taking 
into consideration these typical features in Vietnam. 
 
IV. THE STUDY 
 
The study is a mixed method study with a 
questionnaire answered by 2034 primary school 
English teachers and following-up interviews with 20 
of them. The questionnaire was conducted from the 
end of 2013 to the end of 2014, after the three years 
(2011-2013) mass PD training for primary and 
secondary school English teachers in Vietnam under 
the Project 2020. The questionnaire covers most areas 
of the PD training for primary English teachers under 
the Project 2020. Nonetheless, this article will focus 
only on the qualitative data immerging from open 
questions in the questionnaire answered by primary 
school English teachers and from 20 following-up 
interviews to explore the perspective of these teachers 
about the key limitations of the teaching methods PD 
courses and their suggestions for quality improvement 
for these courses in the future.  
 
V. FINDINGS 
 

A. The introduced teaching methods are 
impractical 

The majority of the teachers, both in the questionnaire 
and in the follow-up interviews appreciated the 
opportunity to be able to attend a PD course in 
teaching methods for primary English teachers. This 
is partly because almost all teachers teaching English 
at primary schools in Vietnam have not been trained 
in teaching methods for primary school students 
before. Although English has been taught popularly in 
most primary schools in cities and towns, it had 
remained an elective subject until recently when 
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English had become a compulsory subject from Grade 
3, and there had been no university or college offering 
programs training primary school English teachers. 
Most primary school English teachers have moved 
from secondary schools or newly employed without 
the requirement of being trained as primary school 
teachers. Thus, it is easy to understand their 
excitement when they were introduced new teaching 
methods used to facilitate small age children in 
learning English.  
Nonetheless, the teaching methods PD courses for the 
primary school teachers did not seem to meet their 
expectation. Among 2034 teachers answered the 
questionnaires, 1487 teachers (73.11%) requested 
some changes towards these courses in the future. 
Only two interviewees who were teachers in Hanoi 
suggested that they could rather easily apply the 
knowledge and techniques equipped during these PD 
course in their teaching, the rest showed their 
struggling when coming back to their school setting 
and found it hard to apply the so called advanced and 
up-to-date teaching methods for primary school 
students in their everyday teaching practices.  
The authenticity and the practicality of the PD 
program was one of the most questionable issues for 
the majority of the teachers attending these PD 
courses. Most of the teachers shared similar comment 
as although the teaching methods delivered to them 
were considered interesting and were developed from 
advanced countries; there was a lack of guidance how 
to apply those methods in the real teaching situation in 
Vietnam. Such factors as huge class size (often 50-60 
students in one class) and teachers with only ‘chalks 
and talk’ were often ignored during the training 
programs. Moreover, the teaching and learning 
conditions of teachers and students in different 
geographical areas were also not the same. Teachers 
from mountainous and remote areas all suggested that 
it was impossible for them to apply the new knowledge 
in their teaching. Many shared the same opinion as: 
The teaching methods PD program that we attended 
was impractical for our teaching. There is a need to 
change to make the program more in-line with our 
teaching conditions in order to help us approach more 
practical and applicable teaching methods to enrich 
our teaching  
Or 
The introduced teaching methods sound interesting, 
but impractical. Given the current situation of 
teaching and learning infrastructure and student level 
of understanding in the country side, especially where 
even students’ Vietnamese is still poor. I don’t think 
we can apply these advanced teaching methods in our 
teaching.  
Apart from the requirement to change the content of 
the PD program, the delivery methods of these PD 
courses also needed to be changed. Teachers, both in 

the questionnaire and the interviews suggested that 
their trainers were often focused too much on 
theoretical knowledge and often ignored the practical 
lessons where teachers can observe the real class 
teaching with the introduced methods, or where they 
can use their own experience to discuss how to apply 
the introduced methods in their teaching. What most 
teachers from different cities and provinces such as 
Kon Tum, Thai Nguyen, Hai Duong, nam Dinh, 
Quang Ninh, Tay Ninh, Hoa Binh, Nghe An, Dong 
Nai, Ha Nam and Thanh Hoa expected to be able to 
approach in these courses were the real teaching skills 
via observation of the model teaching lessons. 
However, the delivery of merely theory knowledge in 
these PD courses often disappointed them as they may 
overhead about these techniques before but did not 
know how to apply these techniques in their real 
teaching. The PD courses also did not help them to 
bridge the gap between theory and reality of their 
teaching. What most teachers expected to learn when 
attending these courses were teaching the methods 
which were not only suitable for teaching children but 
also applicable in their practical teaching conditions. 
In other words, they need to be showed how to apply 
these methods in their teaching. 

B. Suggestions for improvements: 
Many teachers suggested that the program needed to 
be more careful designed to take into account the 
current teaching infrastructure and teaching context 
in delivery the new teaching method. However, some 
were wondering that the introduced teaching methods 
may still be able to be applied somehow in their 
context of teaching, but what the program lacked was 
providing them with model teaching lessons to 
observe and time to discuss how to apply the new 
teaching methods in each and every trainee’s teaching 
circumstance. Most interviewees agreed with the 
suggestion immerged from responses to the 
questionnaire that the time for theory teaching in the 
PD course should be reduced and replaced by the time 
for trainees to practice teaching with the new methods. 
One trainee suggested: 
The PD course should be organized in a particular 
primary school, so that we can learn by applying the 
introduced new teaching methods in a real class with 
primary school students. 
Teachers in mountainous area claimed that at the 
current stage, they could not apply any teaching 
methods provided by the PD courses, and suggested 
that the future PD program should be redesigned and 
brought in more methods that work for mountainous 
areas (where has poor teaching and learning 
conditions and low level of understanding among 
students). 
More than two third of primary school English 
teachers attending these PD courses had more than 10 
years teaching experience. Thus, it is not surprising 
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when the majority of them suggested that the program 
should spend more time for class discussion and 
mutual learning opportunities  among trainees when 
introducing new teaching methods. They all seemed to 
have insight to offer and all had desire to listen and to 
learn from others on how to deliver a particular lesson 
to a particular type of students. Learning by doing 
seems to be a favorable way among these teachers.  
Participating teachers also expected to be trained by 
experienced trainers who had undergone practical 
teaching with primary school students in Vietnam. 
Nonetheless, as suggested by the trainees, most 
trainers were university lecturers who had never been 
teaching in primary schools before. Thus, although 
stating that ‘we need more tips form the trainers on 
how to apply the new teaching methods in the local 
context’, the majority teachers attending these PD 
courses understood that it was hard for the trainers to 
satisfy this requirement. Moreover, the trainers also 
need to understand that the trainees were different 
from their students in universities in that they were 
also teachers, who had real experience in their 
teaching and who understood their teaching context 
more than the trainers, so more time should be spent 
for trainees to discuss how to apply the new teaching 
methods in their local context. So even without 
experience teaching in the primary school, 
enthusiastic trainers also could run the PD course 
more successful if  the trainers need to understand the 
trainees, providing more model teaching lessons and 
giving more time for the trainees to discuss the good 
points and limitations of the introduced teaching 
methods. By doing so, we will have a better idea of 
how to apply effectively new teaching method in our 
teaching. 
 
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
 
The findings of this study indicate some limitations of 
the PD courses under the 2020 Project. First, the 
delivery method of these courses remain traditional 
instructor-center, it negated the sense of ownership 
and accountability among the trainees. The 
teachers/trainees who had better understanding about 
their teaching context than the trainers were not given 
opportunities to be involved in the planning, 
organizing, management, delivery and evaluation of 
their own training program, thus the chance of 
success, as suggested by Maggioli [23] is low. 
Nonetheless, the participating teachers in this study 
did not seem to ask for their right to get involved in the 
planning, organizing, management, delivery and 
evaluation of these training program, rather, what 
they really long for was a PD program that ‘is situated 
in their everyday instructional environment that 
provides opportunities to communicate, collaborate, 

and reflect on their teaching’ as suggested by Barnett 
[15]. 
The findings of this study also support Wolter’s [28] 
claim that there is a need for the instructors to be 
sensitive to the needs of the learners, who normally 
have better understanding about their own learning 
and their teaching situation than the instructors. It is 
highly recommended that the future PD courses 
should be shifted to participant-center or to adopt 
two-way exchange of ideas rather than keeping the 
traditional instructor-center as currently.    
The lack of practice time during PD courses, the 
ignorance of the real teaching contexts and 
circumstance of different teachers and also the 
ignorance of teachers’ experience are considered the 
major obstacles preventing these teachers from 
applying what their learnt into their everyday practice 
of teaching. 
It is suggested that the future PD courses for English 
teachers in Vietnam should careful investigate the 
existing teaching and learning situations in different 
areas of the country, thus could be able take the 
different situations into consideration when designing 
the course. The knowledge and experience of the 
trainees, the majority of whom have more than 10 or 
20 years working experience, should also be 
considered as resources for both designing and 
implementing the PD courses. Only by taking these 
factors into consideration, the practicality of these 
courses would be improved. 
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